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Authors’ Note

All of the babies in the Lucy Letby case have been given legal anonymity, as have their families, and some of the doctors and nurses who worked with Letby. It means we can’t reveal their identities. In our reporting of Letby’s trial, we referred to each of the babies in the case using letters – Baby A, Baby B, Baby C, and so on. We adopt the same approach in the narrative that follows.

In the course of our research, we have been shown a range of documents that shed new light on the Lucy Letby story. Where these documents are cited, they are done so in the public interest and in a manner that protects confidential sources.



Introduction

For seven months, as words of accusation and incrimination swirled all around her, Lucy Letby stayed mute. Though she was the epicentre of all the arguments in one of the biggest murder trials in British legal history, she had no speaking role. She sat at a remove from the fireworks of the legal benches, contained behind the screen of the dock. It had the effect of reducing her status to that of an observer, but how could she remain unobserved? She might have wished for that, but there was no chance of it happening. The glass-fronted dock took on the quality of a zoo enclosure. There sat Letby, flanked by her keepers. We reporters craned to see, fascinated by minutiae. Was that a frown? A smirk? Hard to tell.

We craved colour and pounced on each detail. She’s writing a note! She asked for a tissue! Everyday trivialities rendered dramatic. But she stayed silent. Thus far, her invitation to the spectacle wasn’t a participatory one.

The trial had begun in the autumn and ground on through the winter months – judge, jurors and journalists trudging their way through Mancunian sleet to the courtroom. Letby, operating under a different regime, was up long before dawn each day for the prison van drive over the Pennines from Yorkshire. The year turned and the mornings lightened. The evidence kept coming. Winter gave way to spring and Letby stayed silent.

The prosecution case ended after twenty-six weeks. It had been carefully constructed. Charge upon charge, stacked one on top of another, its full weight now sitting on the nurse’s shoulders.

The air was heavy with expectation. The drama needed its protagonist to perform, but there was no guarantee that she would.

Rumours and counter-rumours echoed along the court corridors. ‘She’s going to appear.’ ‘Not a chance, she’s staying quiet.’

Courtroom seven crackled with energy, and then in early May, Letby finally broke the fourth wall and emerged from behind the glass.

Her new position in the witness box was at the heart of the arena, almost touching distance from where we were sitting. She must have played this moment over and over in her mind. What impression to create? Which note to strike? Mousy hair ironed straight. Prim polyester bank-teller suit. Respectful. Dull. It was a guise that screamed ‘Don’t look at me!’ But there wasn’t a spare seat in the public gallery and all eyes were trained on her. Keenly aware of the attention, the nurse chose a point in the mid-distance to focus on. She looked straight ahead at the jury but avoided making eye contact.

Name?

We all knew it, of course. All of us inside the courtroom, and by now, millions outside it too.

‘Lucy Letby.’

Date of birth?

‘January fourth, 1990. I’m thirty-three.’

It was humdrum territory, but no less interesting for it. Just hearing Letby speak after so long was gripping. Was that an accent? Possible traces of the West Country, perhaps. Her tone was polite, clipped, careful. After all, she’d had months to prepare, and this was the shallow end, questions-wise.

Where did you grow up?

‘Hereford.’

Who did you grow up with?

‘My mum and dad.’

She sounded confident. But this was primary-school stuff, and the inquisitor was her own barrister, Ben Myers KC, who seemed to be treating the exercise as a courtroom edition of This Is Your Life. He asked her when she first knew that she wanted to become a nurse.

‘I always knew I wanted to work with children,’ was the response.

They settled into a routine, the nurse and her defender. Easy question, easy answer.

‘Did you have to go to university to study nursing?’

‘Yes, I was the first person in my family to go.’

‘Where did you do your nursing degree?’

‘The University of Chester.’

‘Did you ever want to hurt any baby?’

That’s what we all wanted to know. It was the reason she was standing trial after all. During the course of her evidence hundreds of questions were put to her. But this was what they all boiled down to. Ben Myers looked at his client. He’d asked the question casually, as though it carried no more weight than any other. Letby paused.

‘No,’ she said. ‘That’s completely against what being a nurse is. I only wanted to help and care.’

It was a textbook answer. How could she possibly say anything else? And yet there was no passion – no sign of indignation or anguish in her voice. Her tone was flat. She didn’t seem to be railing against being wrongly accused or outraged at the suggestion of such heinous criminality.

Myers moved on. An experienced defence lawyer, he was perhaps conscious that Letby was in danger of appearing unfeeling. He asked her how she felt when she first learned that she was accused of attacking babies on her unit. ‘It was sickening,’ she said calmly. ‘It was devastating.’

The babies’ parents were listening closely. They tensed. Hard to be there at all. Harder still to witness the nurse’s composure and listen to the smooth words of denial coming from her mouth. The police had left them in no doubt that this woman had killed their babies.

Ben Myers made another attempt at provoking some emotion.

‘How hard had you worked to become a nurse?’ he asked.

‘Very hard,’ Letby replied.

‘And how did it feel to have it taken away and to be made responsible for the death of babies?’

Bingo. Letby began to cry. ‘My job was my life,’ she sniffed. ‘My whole world was stopped.’

She’d been in the witness box for twenty minutes, and now the tears came. It had been hard to cope, she said. Her arrest was traumatising. She needed medication to sleep. There had been times when she didn’t want to live.

Letby reached for the tissues. Myers paused and asked if she was OK to continue. She was, she said.

Her agitation was evident. But it was hard not to notice that it had been prompted by thoughts of her own misfortune.

A couple of rows back, Sue and John Letby were watching their only daughter begin to unravel. He was brooding and stoic. She was red-eyed and disbelieving. A handwritten note seized by police from the nurse’s house seemed to anticipate this day. ‘I don’t deserve mum and dad,’ she’d scrawled. Whether that was true or not, it was hard not to feel for them and wonder at the extent to which their loyalty was being tested.

Earlier in the trial Letby’s handwritten notes had been produced with a flourish by the prosecution, and her defence team knew that there was no getting away from them. ‘I AM EVIL I DID THIS,’ screamed one. ‘I killed them on purpose because I’m not good enough,’ she’d scribbled.

Ben Myers asked for the notes to be displayed on the screens around the courtroom. Scrappy bits of paper covered in tessellated scrawl now glowed in enlarged high definition.

‘Why did you write that?’ he asked.

It can’t have been an unexpected question and Letby had her response ready.

‘I felt at the time that if I had done something wrong, then I must be an evil, awful person,’ she ventured.

The prosecution had presented this note as a confession, arguing that there was no other way to interpret ‘I killed them on purpose because I’m not good enough.’ The defence tried to debunk that.

‘Did that mean you did something intentionally to kill them?’ Myers asked.

‘No,’ replied Letby. ‘It meant that I didn’t think I’d been good enough … and had somehow failed in my duties.’

The tears had stopped. The nurse regained her composure. Her barrister explained that he was about to start the process of asking her about each of the babies in the case. His questions would have to cover harrowing territory. Letby shifted in her seat. She was ready.

Court seven was an unassuming stage for such high drama. No theatrical splendour here. No royal box, or proscenium arch. Nor any oak panelling, stone filigree or green leather, as per the kind of courtrooms you see on TV dramas. Of course, this was no soap opera. But there are plenty of real-life trials of equal prominence that have taken place in more memorable surroundings.

The Moors Murderers Ian Brady and Myra Hindley were tried at Chester Assizes Court – a nineteenth-century Grade I-listed pile, fronted by a Doric-columned portico. Harold Shipman’s trial took place in the imposing Edwardian baroque surrounds of the Preston Sessions House. Lucy Letby’s case was being played out in the absence of any such grandeur.

Manchester Crown Court is a study in morose brutalist concrete, reached via an umbrella-challenging wind tunnel. Its grey solidity seems to act as a bulwark against the showier neon and glass of the city’s nearby Spinningfields district. Its neighbours are legal offices, pricey coffee chains and fancy restaurants. But there’s no such hospitality inside the court precinct. The canteen closed years ago. Its replacement, a Klix vending machine, has also been removed.

Pushing through the double doors, you walk through metal detectors into an atmosphere of immediate distrust, under a pergola of knife arches and into the arms of security staff, who operate a friendly-but-firm regime, searching bags and frisking every visitor with an electronic wand. No one is exempt.

Over the course of ten months, the faces of those turning up for the Letby trial became familiar. A recognisable cast list of lawyers, families and police officers, and a secondary circuit of reporters and court ‘watchers’ destined for the public gallery. As the weeks passed, the guards warmed up. Nods turned to smiles, which became chat and then banter. But all were subject to the same scrutiny. It always felt slightly uncomfortable queuing up next to Lucy Letby’s parents as they patiently waited for their turn. What to say to them? Hard to know.

The screening process over, you’re left to your own devices inside the court building. For those unsure of where to go, the day’s cases and defendants’ names are displayed on TV screens, like station departure boards for the legal community. Up the stairs then, towards the courts.

There’s no respite from the functional civic architecture. Long corridors, with small courtrooms off to each side. Like a cinema multiplex that only shows tragedies, each room promises a miserable day out. In courtroom one, a gangland shooting gone wrong. In number two, rape. In courtroom three, fraud. Keep going, past robbery, drugs conspiracy and GBH. Finally, here’s courtroom seven. Multiple child murder. The Letby case. Room reserved for as long as it might take.

It’s an underwhelming space. Beige carpet, magnolia walls, flip-up seats and beechwood desks. Even before it fills up, there’s a cloying atmosphere that isn’t helped by the windowless design and malfunctioning air-conditioning system. For a trial of such magnitude it felt unremarkable.

But there was electricity in the air. The gravity of the charges levelled against Lucy Letby always marked her trial out as high profile. Visitors involved in other cases would walk past the door and whisper, ‘That’s the Letby court.’ There was so much interest that a second courtroom was set aside so that members of the public could come along and watch on video link, and a third was made available for reporters who couldn’t fit into the main courtroom.

Why the fascination? What was it about this case that struck such a nerve? Serial killers have always captured the public imagination, perhaps because they occupy a space somewhere between reality and chimera. The consequences of their crimes are acute and real. Their savagery prompts a visceral response, leaving a trail of devastation, distress and raw grief. But they operate at the fringes of humanity, beyond the realms of everyone else’s normality. Most of us dare not imagine how such depravity might be possible. Is that why we gaze upon such extreme examples of human behaviour?

We treat them like characters from horror movies, mythologising them, trivialising them, removing them from everything familiar and banal. The Yorkshire Ripper. The Crossbow Cannibal. The Suffolk Strangler. The Teacup Poisoner. The Moors Murderers. Somehow these monikers keep them at some sort of fictional distance. We know that they’ve moved among us in the real world – but nearly all of us have the luxury of knowing that they never came anywhere near us. We read about their crimes without ever really having to confront them.

And what of those whose surname alone is enough to chill the blood? The likes of Shipman, whose name was left unembellished in popular culture. No need. It was his very ordinariness that made him so frightening and his story so spellbinding. We feel sympathy for the vulnerable upon whom he preyed and tense up at the thought of something similar happening to those we love. For some, there’s voyeuristic titillation to be had from stories of terrible crimes – and an industry of newspapers, podcasts and docudramas to provide it. But it’s someone else’s horror. We gawp for a few moments and then flick over to another channel for the football. How lucky we are, we think.

Why are we so interested? Shouldn’t our disgust make us turn away? And what is it about women who murder that seems to occupy a special place of morbid fascination? Such cases are rare, and female serial killers even rarer. Mary Bell, Myra Hindley, Rose West, Beverley Allitt – as we watched Letby’s trial unfold, these names entered our minds once again. Was this mousy young nurse in the dock about to join the ranks of Britain’s most notorious female killers? Looking over at her, so meek in the dock, it seemed fanciful. But then what are such women supposed to look like? Of course, there’s no answer to that.

Those were the stakes that gave the trial its profile, but this was a case that was ultimately defined by the extreme vulnerability of its victims. For the prosecution, this was a story of vulnerable, tiny babies in a hospital neonatal unit, clinging on to life only to have it taken away by a killer posing as a saviour.

These were longed-for babies, nurtured through pregnancy and coaxed into life. Their loving parents sat by their temperature-controlled incubators, relieved that they were being given the best chance of survival, and grateful for the medical advances that afforded such precision protection from the outside world. None of them suspected that the greatest threat to their children was loitering alongside them in medical scrubs.

The prosecution told the story of a nurse who subverted her role and everything it stood for, using her position to prey on society’s most defenceless, snuffing out their chances before they’d got a foothold on childhood. Conviction would make her one of the most reviled serial killers of all time.

We all know how this story ends. Letby is guilty. At least that’s what the jury finally concluded. Were they right? That’s a subject for later chapters. But this is a case full of hard questions. What about the other nurses sharing shifts with Letby? Didn’t they suspect anything? Why would they? What about the doctors and hospital managers? Where were they? How could a nurse become a killer? Why would she do it? Who was this woman, accused of the most heinous of crimes? Was she guilty at all?

All eyes trained on courtroom seven, hoping for answers. But they weren’t as easy to come by as the questions.

The prosecution was constructed carefully – charge by charge, baby by baby. Technical terminology flew around, unfamiliar at first, but used with increasing fluency as the weeks went by. One of the prosecutors referred to a ‘constellation’ of evidence – medical notes, charts, graphs and data. But at times it felt like a teetering pack of cards. There were plenty of unanswered questions too. Almost nothing was said about Lucy Letby’s character, psychology or motive. We all craved it, but no real information was forthcoming from the prosecution about what on earth could have possessed her to commit such crimes. The evidence was laid out in almost every direction bar one. Letby remained a complete enigma.

The lawyers who’d spent years building the case against the nurse, and who now filled the prosecution benches in court, had made the decision that there was no need to get into matters of motive or personality. They reasoned that the jury had to be persuaded of her criminal intent and needed to be convinced of the solidity of the medical evidence, but that they didn’t need to understand her mindset to convict her. They felt it would take the court into realms of speculation, and away from the rational, empirical approach they’d adopted. In other words, they didn’t feel that they needed to prove the case by answering the question ‘Why?’

But on the press benches and in the public gallery it didn’t stop us from wondering, and as the case rolled on, the elephant in the room grew ever larger. We caught glimpses of Letby’s personality, in text messages that she sent to friends, in her scribbled notes, and most of all during her time in the witness box. But the jurors weren’t shown any psychiatric reports or told about her likely state of mind. Brief details were given about her family and childhood, but there was no deep dive into her background or likely influences. The lawyers may have decided it was an unnecessary factor, but for plenty of onlookers, Lucy Letby’s psyche was an unresolved issue that lay heavily over the case.

For some of those observers who found themselves vacillating between the arguments for Letby’s guilt and innocence, the verdicts, when they came, offered finality and surety. The case was proven and a legal line drawn. But the itch to understand the young nurse had not been fully scratched and as the newspapers filled their pages with damning coverage, and Letby’s face filled TV news screens, the need to understand her only grew larger. What had caused her to commit these murders? What had caused such evil to incubate in someone so seemingly benign? Why would an ambitious young nurse throw away her promising career for a life behind bars? Was it even possible for this young woman to be capable of such evil?

Some believed it wasn’t. Even before the end of the trial, talk of a miscarriage of justice was gathering momentum. Online forums hummed with talk of the nurse’s innocence. Crowdfunding sites sprang up to raise money for an appeal. For the best part of a year, such discussion was largely confined to the fringes of the internet, but since then, mainstream newspapers, magazines and documentaries have joined in, questioning whether Lucy Letby really is guilty. For Letby’s most committed supporters, the search for answers – for an explanation of her crimes – is a futile endeavour for one simple reason: they believe she’s innocent.

As BBC journalists, we have followed the Lucy Letby case at close quarters – both during her trial and through the fevered debates that have followed. We’ve made two Panorama documentaries about the case, immersing ourselves in the evidence and speaking to those most closely involved.

Many of those who were personally caught up in the case have run a mile from the media. Most of the nurses who worked with Letby have refused to speak to journalists. All but two of the babies’ families have preferred to avoid public interviews. And virtually no one within Letby’s network of family and friends has put their head above the parapet.

We spent time with some of the parents, grappling with the life-changing trauma of what happened to their babies. For months, they sat quietly in court just metres away from the woman accused of murdering or attempting to murder them.

We spent hours talking to the consultants at the Countess of Chester Hospital – each of whom has made a long and painful journey to the point of believing that one of their colleagues was a baby killer. In the days and weeks after Letby’s conviction, they were celebrated as heroes for stopping the deaths and forcing their hospital bosses to call in the police.

We spoke to one of Letby’s oldest friends, Dawn. Dawn believes her friend is innocent and carries the pain of seeing someone she loves and has faith in jailed and demonised. When we first spoke to Dawn, she was a lonely voice. She isn’t now.

Today, social media, newspapers, magazines and the internet are abuzz with commentary and opinion on the Letby case. But virtually no one in this commentariat was there when Letby gave evidence in court. She spent fourteen days in the witness box and Judith was there throughout. In many ways, the nurse’s performance in the witness box sealed her fate. We explain how and why.

And yet despite our immersion in the case, Letby’s trial raised more questions than it answered. Who was this woman? Where had she come from? What was her home life like? What was she like at university? Were there hidden secrets in her background that might make her official status as one of Britain’s most prolific serial killers easier to accept?

What about the hospital where she worked? What really happened and how did suspicion come to fall on Lucy Letby? Our conversations with the consultants at the Countess of Chester Hospital pointed to a much bigger story than the one presented in court. For months, a desperate battle over the truth played out between the consultants – convinced that Letby was harming babies – and some of Letby’s nursing colleagues, equally convinced that their colleague was being scapegoated. Senior managers at the hospital sided with Letby. History is still being written on this dramatic clash of personalities and convictions.

If we accept the jury was right to find Letby guilty, it is natural to wonder whether the murders in her trial were the tip of something bigger. The case focused only on a neatly boxed-off period between June 2015 and almost exactly the same time a year later. And yet we knew that Letby had worked at the hospital for a much longer period. Had her behaviour suddenly changed overnight or were there other victims whose stories hadn’t been told?

And what of the question many are now asking: is Lucy Letby really guilty? For the parents in the case, even entertaining the idea is an affront, after the pain they have gone through and the years they’ve waited for Letby’s convictions. The consultants are also aggrieved by this question. They too have suffered an ordeal – all too visible when you meet them.

And yet a young woman is destined to die in prison while ever-growing numbers of experts and commentators believe she has been wrongly convicted. Ignoring this question is not an option – and we don’t.

This book deals head on with the questions that have been raised since the verdicts, including the science that was so instrumental to Letby’s convictions. We’ve spoken to the experts involved in the case – both the prosecution’s star witnesses and the medical consultant who advised Letby’s defence. We try to answer some of the biggest outstanding questions: why did Letby have no expert witnesses testifying for her and was the science in the trial solid? Can we be sure that she actually did it?

We haven’t been afraid to confront the areas of hottest dispute. How was the nurse convicted, despite no forensic evidence? How well does the science support the allegations? How can we be sure that she was to blame when things went wrong? How could she have duped her friends and family? What are the chances that she’s been wrongfully convicted? What are the chances that she hasn’t?

The ‘unmasking’ of Lucy Letby is still a work in progress. We’ve followed a trail of breadcrumbs – the written notes that offer a window into her mind; the text messages that give a glimpse of her friendships; the testimony of those who know her. They’re all legitimate pieces of the jigsaw, and yet, even now, the whole picture isn’t fully formed. The nurse remains an enigma. We know that she was aware of our Panorama programmes and this book, but we have had no direct communication with her.

During the many months when the lead neonatal consultant Dr Steve Brearey tried to get his managers to listen to his concerns, he emailed the ward manager to say, ‘We still need to talk about Lucy.’ Several years have passed since then, and hours of airtime have been filled with the nurse’s story, and yet the doctor’s words continue to hold true.

There are some for whom the name Lucy Letby will always be synonymous with deception, cruelty and murder. For others, her conviction is a stain on British justice – a shocking case of an innocent woman wrongly convicted. Both cannot be true. And yet, the dissonance between these two competing truths has come to define the Letby story.

When we first published this book in October 2024, two parallel universes had just emerged. One was a public inquiry set up by the UK Government to examine the hospital and wider health system in which Lucy Letby worked. In this universe, the question of Letby’s guilt was settled. She was – is – a baby killer. The question before the Thirlwall Inquiry – named after the senior judge appointed to lead it – was: who and what had allowed her to do what she did?

Over the course of sixty-two days of hearings spanning six months, former colleagues and managers from the Countess of Chester Hospital were quizzed about what they saw and knew. Internal hospital documents – minutes of meetings, emails, text messages and medical records – were unsealed to reveal grainy new detail about the provincial neonatal unit where Letby worked. Minutiae from every stage in the timeline were pored over and held up to the light – driven by a handful of basic questions: how had Letby been able to murder babies? Why wasn’t she stopped? What role did senior hospital managers play? And what lessons can be learned to stop such crimes from ever being committed again?

Outside of the Thirlwall Inquiry, a second parallel universe had developed based on a radically different set of understandings and questions. In this universe, journalists, medical experts and lawyers coalesced around the shared belief that Lucy Letby had been wrongly convicted. In early 2025, as the Thirlwall Inquiry hearings were reaching their conclusion, a team of international experts published a series of explosive reports claiming to show that the medical evidence in the Letby case was flawed and that in fact no crimes had been committed at the Countess of Chester Hospital. According to these experts, the babies in the case had all been victims of natural causes.

This newly updated book takes account of both of these parallel universes and where they leave the question of Letby’s guilt or innocence. For the most part, the revelations from the Thirlwall Inquiry are woven into Chapters 1 to 5, including new testimony from Letby’s former colleagues and managers. These chapters tell the story of Lucy Letby from her primary school days in Hereford to the moment when prosecutors charged her with murder. Chapters 6, 7 and 11 tell the story of Letby’s two trials, the first of which established her as a serial killer, the second of which added a further conviction to this grim record. The remaining chapters deal with the fevered debates about the evidence – and whether Lucy Letby is really guilty.

The force and range of new arguments for Letby’s innocence is such that we’ve added two new chapters to explain what these arguments are – and how strong they are. These new chapters tell the story of the second parallel universe – the universe of the expert sceptics who believe that the evidence against Letby is flawed. Are they right and where do we as chroniclers of this tortured story stand at the end of it all?

The Lucy Letby story is unlike any other – in its complexity and the strength of feeling that it arouses. This book will offend some because of the questions it asks and perhaps because of some of the answers it gives. But it is our earnest effort to get as close to the truth as possible in this fascinating and horrifying case.



Chapter 1

An Ordinary Girl

Before the summer of 2018, no one had heard of Lucy Letby. She was just an ordinary 28-year-old nurse, working shifts at the Countess of Chester Hospital. Nothing about her stood out. She wore the same blue scrubs as all the other junior nurses. She turned up on time and seemed to be good at her job – working with sick babies in the hospital’s neonatal unit. She watched the same TV programmes as the other nurses and laughed at the same jokes. She read about famous people, from pop stars to criminals, the way the rest of us do – never imagining that one day she might be the headline. Or at least, that’s the impression she gave.

But on 3 July 2018, all of that changed. Just after 6 a.m., detectives from Cheshire Police knocked on Lucy Letby’s door, a mile and a half away from the hospital where she worked.

It’s hard to tell from the police bodycam footage what was going through Letby’s head when she opened the door that morning. Was she shocked to see those suited police officers on her front step? Or, as one of the officers later put it to us, had she always known that this moment was coming?

Minutes later, Letby was led outside in handcuffs to a waiting police car. There were no hysterics. No struggle or tears. Just a look of quiet dread on the young nurse’s face as the police bodycam followed her to the car. Much as she would later be in court, the Lucy Letby in this grainy police video was inscrutable. Even the hoodie she was wearing – faded blue with girly pink writing on the front – seemed designed to keep us wondering and scratching our heads: could this woman really be a child serial killer?

By the time journalists got wind of Letby’s arrest, she was already in custody. But swarms of officers had now begun combing her house for evidence and it wasn’t long before Letby’s street was a media circus. Much like Letby herself, the house was unassuming and ordinary – a seventies semi-detached, halfway up a quiet suburban street. All the other houses on the street looked much the same. But number 41 was now a crime scene, cordoned off with blue-and-white tape.

We could only guess what was going on inside. Officers dressed in black from head to toe carried bags and crates from the house to a blue tent erected on the driveway. Outside, more officers appeared to be scouring the exterior of the property, inch by inch. Some had shovels. Others perched on ladders, poking around in the drains and the guttering for who knows what.

A few of the neighbours came out to watch the police operation. But most did their best to hide away from hard-pressed reporters – all jostling for a quote or a sound bite before their next deadline. One of the chattier neighbours suggested Letby had owned a silver Suzuki, which had been moved from her driveway to make room for the police tent. Another said the woman at number 41 had moved in about two years previously. For journalists, even the most trivial scraps of information seemed like mini breakthroughs.

The cops weren’t saying much. A ‘healthcare professional’, they said, had been arrested on suspicion of murdering eight babies and attempting to kill six others. Police had been investigating seventeen baby deaths and fifteen non-fatal collapses at the Countess of Chester Hospital between March 2015 and July 2016. The focus of the investigation was the hospital’s neonatal unit.1

We all recognised the magnitude of the story. Not since the case of Rosemary West had a British woman been accused of being a mass killer of children. Overnight, Lucy Letby had gone from perfect obscurity to national infamy. Innocent until proven guilty? Sure. But it’s hard to look innocent when police are crawling all over your home.

We identified the ‘healthcare professional’ as Lucy Letby long before her name was confirmed officially. A smattering of other details soon trickled out – like the fact that she was a nurse; she was twenty-eight years old and her birthday was 4 January 1990. She’d studied nursing at the University of Chester before going on to work at the Countess of Chester Hospital. But the question we all wanted to answer was: who was this Lucy Letby? Where had she come from? What was her background?

Although Letby lived and worked in Chester, her roots were a hundred miles away in Hereford – a cathedral city with the feel of a modest little market town. Her parents, John and Sue, still lived there. Sue was fifty-eight. Initial reports described her as an accounts clerk who’d been married once already before she met John and gave birth to Lucy. John was much older – seventy-three at the time of his daughter’s arrest. He’d been a manager in a furniture shop – one of those old-fashioned family businesses staffed by well-mannered men dressed in suits.

The Letbys weren’t hard to locate. As police searched their daughter’s home in Chester, officers were busy searching the family home in Hereford too.

This was another postcard of English ordinariness – a cul-de-sac of uniform semi-detached houses with a green and a little roundabout at the bottom. The Letbys lived at that end of the street – tucked away, safe from the world, until now.

The houses had nice big back gardens. You could imagine the kids on the street having great summers. But there was nothing fancy about the place. The people here were neither rich nor poor. This was the heartland of decent, hard-working England.

Following their daughter’s arrest, the Letbys’ address was splashed online. It wasn’t long before the nation’s media descended and set up camp outside. But the couple had already gone to ground. The curtains remained closed. Any journalists who made it as far as the front door were met by the police.

Some of the neighbours were less shy. ‘Lucy was just a quiet girl. Nothing strange about her,’ one told The Times. ‘She was just a normal, lovely girl. The family must be in bits over this.’2 ‘She was a good little girl. She was a delight,’ recalled another neighbour.3 ‘We’re still reeling from it, to be honest,’ said one family friend, according to the Mail. ‘Even after sleeping on it, I think everybody around here is still in a state of shock and disbelief. Lucy was doing the job she dreamed of doing and appeared nothing but dedicated and professional. You can’t imagine her hurting a fly let alone defenceless babies.’4

Everyone on the street seemed to feel the same way. The sweet little girl they’d seen growing up just didn’t fit with what they were now hearing on the news. ‘Her parents have been my neighbours for at least twenty-five years, so I watched Lucy grow up,’ said one neighbour. ‘Lucy lives away but visits them frequently as any good daughter would. They adored her. I just truly can’t believe it.’5

There wasn’t much detail to go on, but everything these neighbours said about Letby and her parents conjured a picture of wholesomeness, love and contentment. She was an only child – and the apple of her parents’ eye. The three of them had apparently just spent a week in Torquay together and Lucy had been to stay with her parents in Hereford only a couple of days before her arrest.

But was there another side to Lucy Letby’s background? We’ve all heard about the troubled childhoods suffered by many serial killers. Fred West grew up in a house where incest and sexual abuse were the norm, while his wife Rose suffered repeated sexual abuse at the hands of her paranoid schizophrenic father. Some killers appeared to have ordinary childhoods, while secretly cultivating an inner demon. The teenage killers of Brianna Ghey, convicted in 2023, are one such case. To the outside world, they were normal kids, but in private they fuelled a mutual obsession with torture and murder. So was there a dark side to Lucy Letby’s childhood in Hereford?

Letby’s friends weren’t as talkative as some of her neighbours. The Times managed to track down an ex-boyfriend of a girl who knew Letby growing up. ‘She was quite awkward and geeky,’ he recalled. ‘But [she] seemed like a kind-hearted person.’6 Another friend described her as ‘an amazing person’. But that was pretty much it. No one who knew Letby well was saying anything.7

Social media was more revealing. Like so many others, Letby charted her life on Facebook. Her Facebook photos were a virtual scrapbook going right back to her childhood. For journalists trying to understand Lucy Letby, this was the first window into her social world. But anyone hoping to see early signs of a future killer or a damaged personality was disappointed. The Lucy Letby on Facebook was a smiling, happy-looking girl with the kind of friends that any parent would want for their child.

Every photo was a freeze-frame of innocent, wholesome fun. Like the one of young Lucy with her friends, lying in a starlike formation on a green – everyone beaming at the camera. Or the one of Lucy and her little gang of girlfriends laughing while they try to balance on one leg. There were lots of pictures of Letby and her friends pulling funny faces and striking silly poses. In some, Letby was just smiling while giving the camera a boisterous thumbs up.

Then there were the pictures of more grown-up Lucy – still a teenager but now old enough to go to the pub. Here again, Letby and her little gang look happy and smiling. There’s no hint of teenage angst. Just more funny faces and poses, only this time with pint glasses and cocktails in hand. In one photo, we see Letby indulging in some girlish high jinks, draping herself around a pole in a pub. In another, she’s in someone’s car, literally bursting with laughter – as if the photographer has just told her the world’s funniest joke. It’s hard to look at these photos, knowing how Letby’s story would end. How could the smiling girl sitting on her bed, surrounded by her friends and holding a teddy bear, have become a serial killer? Was it even possible? We both wrestled with these questions when we saw these pictures for the first time. Judith captured what we were both thinking: ‘I don’t know what Britain’s most prolific child killer should look like. I’m pretty sure it’s not this though.’

But despite the rich scattering of photos on Facebook, Lucy Letby’s childhood was still unknown. Where had she gone to school? What was she like at school? Was she popular? What did she do for fun and what were her friends like? And what about her home life and her relationship with her parents? Were there any hints of a troubled childhood – despite the happy impression given on Facebook? Did Lucy Letby show signs of having a dark side? And what about boyfriends – or girlfriends?

By the time Letby’s trial began in October 2022, none of these questions had been answered. It’s remarkable when you think about it. Four years had passed since Letby had first been arrested. Throughout this time, her name and the grim accusations against her had been swirling around. If the accusations were true, Lucy Letby would officially be Britain’s most prolific child killer. And yet no one had really managed to unearth anything significant about her. We weren’t even sure which school Letby had gone to or whether she had any siblings or ex-boyfriends. The young woman accused of being a serial killer of babies was a ghost.

We’d managed to figure out who some of her childhood friends were. Although Letby’s own Facebook account had long been taken down, her friends’ Facebook pages told at least part of the story. But none of them would speak to us. One girl told us she’d been at primary school with Letby – St James’s Church of England School in Hereford – but that was it. Even the local journalists in Hereford seemed to have hit a brick wall.

What about Letby’s parents? Would they not want to give their account of their only child? Although the family home was in Hereford, John and Sue Letby relocated to Manchester to attend their daughter’s trial. Every day without fail, they came to Manchester Crown Court – on foot. Each morning, they’d turn off Bridge Street and make their way down the narrow little road where the entrance to the court was located. It was all so ordinary and banal. You’d never have guessed that they were the parents of a suspected baby killer, but their downcast expressions were a clue.

John’s a tall man with broad shoulders and a strong jawline. He wore unfashionable steel glasses and always seemed to be smoking. He walked with a bit of a limp, but he looked like he had been fit and strong in his younger years. His wife Sue on the other hand – although fifteen years younger than her husband – looked frail, stooped and permanently shell-shocked. She still dyed her hair, but her face was aged with worry.

One morning, before court began, we approached them on the street to see if they might talk to us. They were both wary – John more so than Sue – but they didn’t hurry off or tell us to get lost. You could tell they were both desperate for a lifeline – Sue especially. Anything to save their daughter.

‘There’s a lot that we could say after what we’ve been put through over the last few years,’ Sue said, clearly wanting to unburden herself.

So would they talk to us?

John straightened up and took a deep drag on his cigarette. ‘What good would it do?’ he said, while his wife stared into the middle distance.

Had we said we could help their cause at that moment, who knows? They might have done an interview there and then. But no sane journalist would attempt such an undertaking. It’s against the law to try to affect or influence a live trial. And in any case, we had no idea whether Lucy Letby was innocent or guilty. We, like everyone else, had to wait until the trial was over before airing our take on the story. Unfortunately for the Letbys, that was too late.

‘What’s the point if by then my daughter has been convicted?’ John asked pitifully.

We made the best case that we could, but there was no convincing them.

It was impossible not to feel sorry for the Letbys. They looked like regular, honest people. They’d probably never been in a courtroom before all of this. Now, their world had been turned upside down. They looked broken and incredibly lonely.

Every day, for ten long months, they trudged faithfully into court. Occasionally they said hello to us and even ventured the odd comment about how the trial was progressing. But as the months went by, their wariness of the media hardened. As far as they were concerned, the media, the police and the courts were all part of the same system that, as they saw it, was perpetrating a great injustice against their daughter.

Still, no one who knew Letby would speak. Even the Letbys’ neighbours in Hereford had by now become hostile towards the media. There was, however, one person who we knew was close to Letby and might – just might – be persuaded to talk to us. Dawn and Letby had grown up together in Hereford. We’d seen tons of pictures of the two of them together on Facebook.

We’d also heard through the grapevine that Dawn might want to talk. She was terrified of the media and the danger of being misrepresented – everyone in this story was. But she believed her friend was innocent.

One of our researchers managed to find a mobile number. Dawn was cagey at first, but she confirmed she was friends with Letby, and by the end of the call she was open to the idea of a meeting – no strings and in confidence. She had a family and a busy job, so it might be a few weeks before she could find the time.

Another two months passed without word. Perhaps Dawn had changed her mind. But in late January 2023, she texted to say that she was ready to meet. Dawn was clear about her motivation. She’d known Lucy since they were twelve. She was certain that Lucy was innocent and she wanted to get her message out there without her words being twisted by the media.

Dawn is well spoken, serious and intelligent. She comes across as decent, principled – possibly a little old-fashioned – certainly a good person with a strong moral compass. Could someone like Dawn really be best friends with a serial killer? It was clear that Dawn was a gateway into Letby’s childhood world in Hereford. As far as Dawn was concerned, she knew Letby in a way that hardly anyone else did. They even exchanged letters while Letby was in prison awaiting trial.

Two more months passed before Dawn finally agreed to be interviewed on camera. She no longer lives in Hereford but she agreed to meet us there and show us around.

Hereford is a humble little place near the Welsh border, surrounded by countryside of stunning beauty. It’s England at its most traditional and understated. The city centre is basically a couple of streets – a few old hotels and the odd wonky Tudor house, a market square, the usual high-street shops, and a cathedral with well-kept greens on all sides. The composer Edward Elgar had lived here. There’s even a statue of this most English of composers leaning against his bicycle outside the cathedral.

‘We’d walk into town, have meals along this strip, and hang out on the cathedral green,’ Dawn reminisced as we drove by. ‘Lucy and I and all of our friends would hang out in the summer, just sitting on the grass having picnics and chatting.’

Dawn and Letby met in Aylestone School – the local secondary. ‘I think it was the second year, queuing up to go to an RE lesson,’

Dawn recalled. ‘We just got chatting, and at that age you were just trying to make friends and find your place.’ We drove past the school – a comforting old red-brick building at the bottom of a tree-lined suburban street. Dawn pointed to the geography block where she and Letby and their little gang used to hang out at lunchtimes playing Uno.

According to Dawn, neither she nor Letby were in the popular crowd at school. ‘We sort of formed our own little group, Lucy, me and our friends,’ Dawn recalled. ‘We were probably considered the geeky ones, to be fair – the ones that were very focused and studious. Our studies sort of came first for us. We were the ones who weren’t very popular at school.’

But even though she wasn’t one of the cool kids, Letby had her own little gang of in-betweeners and they all seemed to have fun. ‘Outside of our group she would present as shy, reserved, serious – you know, level-headed,’ Dawn reflected. ‘But inside the safety of our group, she sort of lets her hair down a bit more and is goofy and makes us all laugh.’

Most schoolkids have no idea what they want to do for a living when they’re older. But Letby did. ‘[Nursing] was the only career that I ever remember her saying that she wanted to go and do,’ Dawn recalled. According to Dawn, Letby had personal reasons for being so focused on nursing. Early in their friendship, Letby had confided to Dawn that she had had a difficult birth herself. ‘She was very grateful for being alive to the nurses that would’ve helped save her life,’ Dawn said, almost appearing to relive the conversation with her old friend. ‘I feel like everything that she did was geared towards that ultimate goal of becoming a nurse.’

After secondary school, Dawn and Lucy moved to the nearby Hereford Sixth Form College to do their A levels. Letby knew what subjects to pick – whatever it took to study nursing at university. According to Dawn, everything in her friend’s school life seemed directed to becoming a nurse. And not just any nurse. A neonatal nurse. In any other life story, this would probably be impressive and endearing. But in Letby’s case, could it possibly have been an early warning sign? Was there perhaps something slightly weird – sinister or not quite right – about this lifelong obsession with newborn babies?

We drove from the secondary school to the sixth-form college to take a look. It was a Sunday so the car park was empty. Dawn pointed to a strip of flower beds and benches where she and Letby used to spend time when they weren’t in class. Letby always brought a packed lunch to school, Dawn recalled. Her parents were much more organised than Dawn’s. She laughed as she reminisced, but it was an uneasy laughter. You could tell this was difficult for her.

So what about the allegations against her friend? Could Lucy Letby have murdered babies in her care? Dawn’s allegiance to Letby was unshakeable. Lucy, she said – always ‘Lucy’ – was the kindest person she’d ever known. ‘Think of your most kind, gentle, soft friend,’ she said imploringly. ‘And think that they’re being accused of harming babies. She would only ever want to help people. To say that she could have harmed any baby – it’s just not in her nature.’ ‘Have all of Lucy’s friends stood by her?’ we asked. ‘Yes,’ replied Dawn earnestly. There was no nervous laughter now. ‘We know she couldn’t have done anything that she’s accused of, so without a doubt we stand by her.’

It was fascinating talking to Dawn, but also unnerving. Everything she told us only seemed to make the allegations against Letby even more incomprehensible. The person Dawn described was geeky, plain – a goody-goody. Was it possible for one person to be all these things and yet be incubating a future murderer at the same time?

Of course, it was always possible that Dawn was giving us a selective account – a sanitised version of her friend. Until now, no one else from Letby’s circle had spoken publicly. But after months of trying, we managed to persuade some of Letby’s other school friends to speak to us anonymously. One recalled Letby getting a part-time job in the local WH Smith when she was sixteen. It was a good fit. In previous years, she liked to visit the shop on Saturday mornings, where she’d leaf through biographies of people with tales of struggle or triumph over adversity.

At school, Letby wasn’t a high-flyer. She had to work hard to get the grades she needed, but she was diligent and conscientious. One classmate recalls her being a teacher’s pet. Maths wasn’t her forte. History and English were much more comfortable for her. When she was fourteen, she went on a school trip to France to visit some of the battle sites from the First World War. Either the history or the food didn’t agree with her. One friend who found herself sleeping in the same dormitory as Letby recalls her throwing up after a day’s sightseeing.

But the one subject in which Letby truly excelled was geography. She got top marks at GCSE and went on to do geography A level. There isn’t an obvious connection between geography and nursing, but it was probably Letby’s attention to detail that accounted for her aptitude for both. One classmate recalls Letby’s meticulous note-taking on field trips. ‘She was so good and accurate and careful and considered.’ Even outside of school hours, Letby threw herself into geography projects and after-school clubs. In her early teens, she took part in a national weather-monitoring exercise. Not surprisingly, her geography teacher, a woman called Catherine Close, liked her immensely and gave her plenty of validation and affirmation for her efforts. In later years, when Letby’s world started to implode, she scribbled the name Catherine Close on random bits of paper. Even the thought of her old geography teacher, many years on, was a comfort.

Was Letby passionate about her schoolwork? One of her former classmates put it this way: ‘I would say she was more passionate about being good at the things that she was doing than actually passionate about the subjects themselves.’ What about mistakes? Was she prone to blunders – practical or otherwise? No, the former classmate told us. ‘This is somebody who does not tend to make mistakes.’

It was impossible not to read into these recollections about the young Lucy Letby. During her trial, a jury would be asked to consider why so many babies had died while Letby was present. Inaccuracies and omissions in Letby’s medical notes would also feature in the case. It was all bad luck, misunderstanding and innocent error, according to her defenders, but it didn’t sound like the young Lucy Letby we’d been told about – the fastidious note-taker who never made mistakes.

Socially, the adolescent Letby appeared unremarkable. ‘She was one of the boffin group who always did really well at school and always had their shirt tucked in and their tie done up,’ according to one recollection. ‘She was boring if anything.’ ‘She didn’t exude much personality,’ another classmate recalled. ‘She was almost invisible.’

We managed to speak to the former principal of Letby’s sixth-form college, but he didn’t remember her. The fact she wasn’t on his radar indicated that she was neither exceptional nor troubled or in need of support. She was, he assumed, a normal, well-adjusted student. No one among the staff ever raised any concerns about her. Nothing in her schooling pointed to the grim denouement of Letby’s story. So what, if anything, could have turned an ordinary girl from Hereford into a serial killer? The former headmaster’s guess is as good as almost anyone’s: ‘Some physiological problem or issue – a short circuit in her mentality – resulted in her behaving in that way.’

The impression of Lucy Letby as a bland, almost invisible, character is hard to resist. But she wasn’t so invisible that she and her circle escaped the attention of the school bullies. The rowdier kids thought she was strait-laced, and Letby and her circle were all too aware that they weren’t part of the popular crowd. But to most of her school peers, Letby was barely noticeable.

It didn’t help that she was socially reserved around people she didn’t know. According to one recollection, she could appear ‘stony and cold’. Even Letby’s long-suffering friend Dawn admitted as much.

But Dawn had told us about a less reserved side of Letby – a more outgoing, funny, ‘goofy’ side that she revealed to those she knew and trusted. Another school friend echoed this. Sure, Letby was quiet, but she was also funny. ‘She had quite an acerbic wit,’ the friend recalled. ‘Like you wouldn’t expect it sometimes because she was so quiet, and then she’d just come out with something really witty, and you’d be like, “Oh, I can remember you’re funny.”’ Other people who knew Letby at school described a plain but good-natured girl. ‘She was sweet and kind,’ recalled one. She seemed to look out for her friends too. One classmate recalls her writing two copies of geography notes – one for herself and one for a friend who kept missing classes. In later years, Letby would become godmother to the children of one of her school friends. If Letby was fooling people about her true nature, it was the people who believed they knew her best whom she managed to fool most easily. Or maybe Letby’s innocence hadn’t yet been corrupted. Of course, Letby’s supporters argue it never was.

Outside of school, Letby’s pastimes were basic: pizza, cinema and her pet dog, a Yorkshire terrier called Whiskey. One classmate from primary school recalls Letby walking little Whiskey to school with her mum. ‘She absolutely loved her dog,’ they told us. ‘She was obsessed with him. She took great care of him.’ In later years, when Letby was feeling the heat of her colleagues’ suspicions at the hospital, she scribbled Whiskey’s name on bits of paper next to phrases like ‘please help me’ and the names of Letby’s few remaining allies. In a story where Letby’s future actions seem completely disconnected from the world of her childhood, Whiskey was somehow a thread of continuity or constancy.

By all accounts, there wasn’t a huge amount to do growing up in Hereford in the early 2000s. But there was always Castle Green beside the cathedral – the centre of the universe for the city’s youth. When Letby and her friends finished their A levels, that’s where they went to celebrate. But with so few opportunities and outlets, anywhere seemed like fun – even the local church hall. One of Lucy’s crowd was a devout Christian, and Lucy and the rest of the boffins seemed happy to take her up on social invitations at her local church.

Like her social life, life at home for Lucy Letby was simple but contented. ‘Her mum idolised her,’ one observer told us. ‘She did everything for her. They were very close.’ Inside the family home, pictures of Letby adorned the walls.

In many ways, she was a model daughter. She had no appetite for transgression or rule-breaking. She was ‘by the book’. While some of the naughtier kids at school were pushing the boundaries, Lucy was hosting sleepovers for her girlfriends. The X Factor was on the telly and she and her friends were hooked. Letby’s mum, Sue, would cook for them – always the same thing. And there’d be a bottle of lemonade to wash it down.

Friends recall seeing less of Letby’s dad, John. One friend recalls he always seemed to be wearing a suit. He was traditional – like his furniture business. But John was no less devoted to his daughter than Sue. He sometimes collected Lucy from school and in later years he would become her staunchest defender.

What about boys? Did Letby show any interest in that direction while she was at school? There was at least one boy among Letby’s close-knit group of friends. But there were no boyfriends. No one we spoke to recalls her ever talking about boys, boyfriends or love interests. In fact, one fellow student speculated that Letby seemed to disapprove when some of her friends started seeing boys. Perhaps she was jealous. She didn’t say. But there’s little doubt that Letby wanted a family someday. ‘We’d have the “what would you wear on your wedding day?” chats,’ one of Letby’s school friends recalled. In years to come, when Letby’s life began to fall apart, she wrote a note to herself bemoaning the fact that she would never be able to have a family of her own. But the obstacle to her finding love – whatever it was – seemed to be something deeper and something she carried from her schooldays right up until the day she was arrested.

One possible explanation for her failure to find love is that she never quite grew up. When she was sixteen, Letby moved from secondary school to the local sixth-form college. It was supposed to bridge the gap between school and university, and students generally used the more relaxed, grown-up college atmosphere to spread their wings. But Letby and her small circle of five or six friends seemed less interested in broadening their horizons. Letby and her gang were perfectly happy sitting chatting in the school library. Maybe that’s why they called themselves the ‘miss-match family’. But if Letby didn’t quite grow up – if she remained the girl who liked sleepovers with lemonade and The X Factor – her future crimes are all the more incomprehensible. Everyone we spoke to from Letby’s Hereford days seemed to agree with Dawn. ‘There is not a single one of us that can wrap our minds around the Lucy that we knew [killing babies],’ said one girl. To the wider world, Letby was strait-laced and bland. But a killer? No way – according to those who knew Letby growing up.

‘She had enough friends. She had fun when she wanted to,’ observed one former friend.

‘There’s nothing in that entire period that you saw or heard about that looked like a dark spot on her character?’ we asked.

‘No. Never, no.’

14 August 2008. A-level results day.

For as long as she could remember, Letby had set her sights on becoming a neonatal nurse. She’d worked hard to get the grades she needed and finally it had paid off. At last, she was on her way to university to pursue the career she’d always dreamed of.

Her parents, John and Sue, were proud as punch. Neither of them had been to university. Letby was the first in the family to go. For all its charms, Hereford wasn’t exactly bursting with career opportunities for young people. Anyone who wanted to go to university and pursue a career had to move away.

Some in Letby’s year headed to the big cities, but Letby chose the quieter, more genteel city of Chester – just south of Liverpool and about a hundred miles away from her parents’ home in Hereford. She enrolled there at the University of Chester. Her chosen course: Child Nursing – what else?

Like Hereford, Chester is small, picturesque and steeped in history. One survey described it as the most beautiful city in the world. A little over the top, perhaps, but it’s easy to see the city’s appeal. Tourists visit regularly to see the remains of old Roman walls and what is still the largest Roman amphitheatre in Britain. The city’s most eye-catching features, however, are the black-and-white Tudor-style buildings that line the main streets, as well as the cathedral in the city centre with its stunning medieval choir stalls and mosaics.

It’s hard not to notice the architectural parallels with Hereford. Letby may have flown the nest, but her new world was in some ways just a different version of the one she had left.

Despite this, she struggled with the change of environment and became homesick. She returned to Hereford whenever she could – meeting up with her old pals for reunions and cocktails. The old Hereford gang had gone their separate ways, but when they were together, it was just like old times. A video filmed just before Letby was due to begin her second year at university shows her and her old friend Dawn after a boozy night out – arm in arm, staggering around and collapsing in fits of laughter.8 ‘A night of terror’ was the caption for the video on Facebook. Terror indeed. This was Letby at her most unguarded.

But eventually, she found her feet in Chester. She found a new little band of friends too, and they looked every bit as wholesome as the old Hereford gang. They had the same self-conscious awkwardness. Photos from the time show Letby in fancy dress – an angel no less – enjoying herself or pulling more of her trademark faces.

But at heart, Letby was no party girl. In Hereford, she had been one of the goody-goodies, the ‘boffins’ – studious, shirt tucked in, and so on – and that’s how she was at university too. She was known as one of the ‘geeky girls’.9 Peers recalled that she was always the first one home after a night out.10 One recalled a plain girl who avoided the mischief and excesses often associated with university life. ‘There is not very much to say about her. She was never one of the rowdy ones and never came to university hungover – as many others did. She came in, did her work and went home.’

It’s hardly surprising. For Letby, university – like school – was a means to an end: it was all about becoming a nurse.

As a student, Letby was competent but not exceptional. As in Hereford, whatever she achieved academically was hard won. One person from her course recalled: ‘She wasn’t a first-class honours student. I can’t remember if she got a 2:1 or a 2:2.’

Naturally enough, some of Letby’s new friends found boyfriends. But romantic love was elusive for Letby. It seemed unfair. She wasn’t any more awkward or any less pretty than any of her friends. If it hurt, she didn’t show it. Even to her closest friends, she appeared to be good-natured to her core.

We’d heard about one girl from Letby’s nursing course who she’d become particularly friendly with. According to one person from the time, the pair were inseparable – ‘sellotaped together’. We wanted to learn more, so we reached out to Letby’s old friend on LinkedIn. She didn’t want to talk, but she confirmed our understanding was correct. She also gave us her take on the claims that her friend was a murderer:

‘Whoever spoke to you was correct – Lucy was my closest friend at uni. She was a wonderful student nurse and I firmly believe she is innocent of all the charges against her.’

Another person we spoke to from Letby’s course was similarly sceptical. ‘My gut instinct is rarely wrong. I am a reasonable judge of people and I can’t believe it – based on my experience,’ they told us. ‘I can’t believe she’s a murderer based on my experience of her.’ Like most students, Letby attended lectures and seminars. But nursing is hands-on and for a student nurse, that means getting real-life hospital experience. Fortunately for Letby, Chester had its own hospital with a neonatal unit and a welcoming attitude to student nurses.

The Countess of Chester Hospital is on the small side, compared to some of the major hospitals in the North West of England. You can see the modesty of the place as soon as you drive in. Some hospitals are sprawling campuses with countless buildings and miles of polished walkways and corridors. Chester, by contrast, feels not much larger than a big secondary school. You could miss the main entrance if you blinked.

The neonatal unit wasn’t especially large either. Most women going into hospital to give birth – if everything goes well – probably won’t see a neonatal unit. These units are where sick and premature babies are taken to be looked after and nursed so they can eventually go home like other babies.

The neonatal unit at Chester was essentially four rooms – called nurseries – each containing incubators, ventilators, screens and other equipment for looking after vulnerable babies.

The biggest of the nurseries could accommodate four babies at any one time. The others had room for two each. So all in all, fairly small. Not the kind of place where stuff goes unnoticed – you would have thought.

All neonatal units have their tragedies. It goes with the territory. But most stories in Chester had a happy outcome. The unit was what medics call a ‘Level 2’ unit. That means it wasn’t set up to deal with the sickest babies. The really acute cases were directed elsewhere – to ‘tertiary’ units like Arrowe Park or Liverpool Women’s Hospital. When Lucy Letby first entered the Countess of Chester neonatal unit, there were about twenty-five to thirty nurses on the rota and a further fifteen junior nurses. A little daunting for any trainee nurse – even if it was one of the smaller units. But she was well supported. The unit gave her a mentor – an older senior nurse who’d been on the unit for years. She and Letby would eventually become close friends. Like many on the unit, her mentor would struggle to come to terms with the idea that the nurse she had helped to train was a baby killer. Looking back years later, she remarked: ‘I still sometimes wake up going “How can it be true?” I [can’t] understand how I was so blind to any of it.’11

While at university, Letby did two stints at the Countess of Chester neonatal unit. If she managed to graduate with the results she needed to be a nurse, it would be the ideal place to get a job – familiar, local, not too large, and friendly.

On 4 January 2011, Letby turned twenty-one. In the run-up to the big day, a birthday message appeared in the local newspaper:12 ‘Happy 21st Birthday. Lots of love from Thomas and Matthew. Xx.’ In the course of our conversations with former friends of Letby’s we were told that Thomas and Matthew are her godchildren. Beside the message was a picture of an angelic Letby as a young child – smiling cheekily, perched upright, with long golden hair topped with a black bow. It’s hard to look at this picture of undaunted innocence, knowing how Letby’s life would turn out.

September 2011 was another landmark month. Letby finally qualified as a nurse after finishing her degree – a BSc in Child Nursing. Back home in Hereford, her parents were over the moon. Now it was their turn to place a notice in the local newspaper to mark their daughter’s achievement: a photo of Letby from graduation day – complete with mortar board and gown – and a message for everyone in Hereford to see: ‘We are so proud of you after all your hard work. Love Mum and Dad.’13

Things seemed to be working out as Letby had always planned. Her training placements at the Countess of Chester Hospital had been the career stepping stone she needed and as soon as she graduated, she was offered a job in the hospital’s neonatal unit. It was a seamless transition from university to working life. By now, Letby knew the Countess of Chester Hospital and the staff and they knew her. It also helped that one of her fellow students from her nursing degree course had landed a job in the same unit.

Melanie Taylor had also studied Child Nursing at the University of Chester and after graduating she too got a job in the Countess of Chester’s neonatal unit. Over the next four years, Letby and Mel would work closely together. Little did Mel know that she’d end up in a courtroom – testifying against her old university peer in one of the biggest murder trials in British legal history.

To the doctors on the unit, Letby was seen as pleasant but unremarkable. ‘She was very nice,’ recalled one. ‘The worst you could have said about her is that she was a bit bland.’ Another recalled conversations with Letby as ‘bland and superficial’. ‘There was nothing really exciting at all about her. She was vanilla.’

The most senior doctor on the unit, Dr Steve Brearey, was more diplomatic: ‘She didn’t strike me as too different to most nurses on the unit at the time, to be honest,’ he recalled. ‘She didn’t strike me as being overly extrovert or overly introvert. She just appeared to be a normal band 5 neonatal nurse.’

Bland, inoffensive – a bit boring – seemed to be the general view from the doctors. The nurses were more forthcoming in their opinions. According to her mentor, Letby was ‘intelligent and engaged’. ‘The general impression was that she was a good student that would be a good future member of the team. She always appeared caring towards the babies and the families and supportive of them in a manner that was appropriate for the stage of training she was at. Certainly nobody else on the unit raised any concerns that they felt differently from that.’14

Letby’s unit manager, Eirian Powell, was more gushing. ‘I wanted her on the unit,’ Powell recalled. ‘I really did. When students come through the system you are almost able to hand pick the crème de la crème and she was one of those.’15

But not everyone was so enthusiastic. In July 2011, Letby failed her final student placement at the Countess of Chester Hospital. Her assessor, Deputy Ward Manager Nicola Lightfoot, wrote: ‘At the moment Lucy is requiring much more support, prompting and supervision than I would expect at this stage to allow her to qualify as a competent practitioner.’16 Reflecting on her report years later, Nurse Lightfoot said Letby didn’t have the ‘overall characteristics’ to become a successful registered nurse. ‘I found Lucy to be quite cold,’ she said. ‘I didn’t find a natural warmth exuding from her that I expect from a children’s nurse.’ She also criticised Letby’s clinical knowledge and said she struggled to retain information about correct dosages of medication.17

It’s a far cry from the unit manager’s assessment. She rated Letby as the ‘crème de la crème’. How could two senior nurses from the same unit reach such differing opinions?

The rank-and-file nurses were less polarised, but they do vary in their recollections of Letby – at least they do now. One, who remains loyal to Letby even today, described her as an ‘exemplary nurse’.18 Others recall a ‘quiet’, ‘aloof’ young woman.

‘She seemed quite timid,’ one nurse told us.

‘Really quite shy, very quiet.’ But there was also a hint of something else in Letby’s reserve.

‘I found her a little bit – I can’t put my finger on it really. I just found her a little bit odd – odd in personality.’

It’s difficult to distinguish opinions formed in hindsight – coloured perhaps by Letby’s dramatic demise – from those that were actually held at the time. But more than one of her former colleagues has recollections of Letby that are unsettling when viewed through the prism of guilt. One nursing colleague remembers Letby’s first day in her new job on the unit in January 2012.

‘[Letby] made a comment along the lines of “I can’t wait for my first death to get it out of the way,”’ the nurse recalled. ‘It took me aback because for me, the thought of having to experience that was not something you actively want to happen.’19

The same nurse also recalled Letby being ‘kind of excited’ after an unexpected resuscitation. ‘It was not as if she seemed upset or … it had traumatised her in any way.’20

It wasn’t just Letby’s comments and emotional responses to situations that seemed off colour. In 2013, a year and a half into her new job, a baby almost died after Letby and another junior colleague administered ten times the prescribed dosage of painkiller medication. Letby’s junior colleague was reportedly so distraught at the error that she contemplated resigning. Letby was more philosophical. Her boss, Eirian Powell, seemed sanguine about the incident too. ‘Thankfully Eirian felt it had been escalated more than it needed to be,’ Letby messaged a friend. ‘I just have to have more training on using the pumps … [Eirian] was very supportive, a case of learning to live with it now and getting my confidence back … [S]till feeling a bit vulnerable and thinking “what if”, but I’ll get there in time.’21

In April 2016, Letby made another dosage error when she gave unprescribed antibiotics to a baby. The deputy unit manager Yvonne Farmer later said this ‘was not a minor error, possibly a major error’, but according to Letby, it was unavoidable because of staffing pressures on the unit.22

Viewed in isolation and in retrospect, these anecdotes may look like early warning signs, but the reality is that at the time, no one on the neonatal unit at the Countess of Chester Hospital had any real concerns about Letby. ‘There were parts of her personality that were a little strange to me,’ her former colleague and university peer Mel Taylor recalled. ‘[But] I didn’t have any suspicions … I personally didn’t have any concerns with her nursing care.’23

Mel Taylor probably spoke for most nurses on the unit. Even the drug overdose incident wasn’t quite the alarm bell that it might appear to be in retrospect. Eirian Powell saw it as part of the learning curve, a standard training error that she and most other nurses had made at some point in their careers.24 The truth is that Lucy Letby, despite her quirks and flaws, didn’t appear to be that different from any of the other nurses. Plenty of people liked her. Others were less enamoured. In this respect, Letby was like almost any other employee anywhere in any other workplace.

As she had been at school, Letby was something of an inbetweener – socially speaking. She wasn’t especially outgoing or popular. But she had a close group of nursing friends on the unit. Some would remain loyal to her right until the bitter end.

‘They were a mixture really of younger and older nurses,’ her former colleague told us. ‘They seemed to see each other as a group out of work.’

Social media photos from the time show Letby smiling happily on nights out with her little posse of work pals. The more raucous, ‘goofy’ antics of earlier years are absent from these pictures. The vibe is mumsy and sensible. Some in her group look old enough to be her mother. But they all look happy – Letby included.

On paper, Letby had friends and an active social life. She went to hen-dos, Christmas drinks, the gym and hula-hoop practice. She also started salsa lessons with another nurse from her unit. Letby had always liked dancing, but some of those who knew her have speculated that the salsa lessons might have been Letby’s way of looking for a boyfriend. If that was her aim, she was unsuccessful. Letby remained single.

Most of the older nurses on the unit were already married with families. And as the months and years went by, the younger nurses started pairing off too. Some had kids. But Letby didn’t. She’d been living in hospital accommodation until April 2014, at which point she moved into a rented house in the city. But in June 2015, she moved back into hospital accommodation – the very same month when babies on her unit started to die.25

Letby’s parents remained as supportive and devoted to their daughter as they had been when she was in Hereford, and she leaned on them when things got difficult. She texted them most days and the family home in Hereford was a safe space whenever she needed. The trio even went on regular holidays to Torquay together. They’d been doing it since Letby was a child.

Their last stay in Torquay was just days before Letby’s arrest in 2018.

But although she and her parents appeared to adore one another, at times Letby felt smothered. She confided to a friend that her parents hated the fact that she’d moved so far away from Hereford. It seems they hoped she’d come back after her degree. The fact that she’d stayed was a sore point. It didn’t help that they worried constantly about her. ‘My parents worry massively about anything & everything,’ she wrote in a text exchange with one of her colleagues.

How trivial these everyday worries would look later. Letby’s parents would be unwavering in their loyalty to their daughter, but what of Letby’s treatment of her parents? By the end of her trial, they would be broken people. If Letby is everything she was accused of being, her parents are certainly to be counted among her victims.

As a nurse, there was nothing exceptional about Lucy Letby. As she had been at school and university, she was generally competent and conscientious. Despite the drug overdose incident in July 2013 and failing her final-year university placement, no one on the neonatal unit had any serious ongoing worries about her abilities.

One thing did mark her out, however. She was always calm under pressure – unusually so. ‘I saw a lot of instances where she was the one calling for help – being this very calm, collected person in a very stressful situation,’ recalled one colleague. ‘And then being there with families following those horrible situations where thankfully babies survived. She was incredibly effective and competent in a way that a lot of her peers in that smaller unit were not.’

Another colleague who had seen plenty of emergency situations in other hospitals reported a resuscitation in which Letby had been ‘unbelievably calm – quite matter-of-fact’. Was this a testament to Letby’s skill as a nurse whose job it was to look after vulnerable babies? Or could it have been a glimpse of something else – a coldness or even a sense of well-being in situations where babies were at risk of dying?

Letby’s reactions to tragedy and death on the unit were also unusual, according to some recollections. ‘I do remember [Letby] coming onto a shift to tell me about a baby that had died,’ recalled Mel Taylor. ‘It was almost in a way where she was excited to tell me, almost like in a gossipy manner.’ Taylor also reflected that Letby’s text messages following the death of a baby showed ‘a complete lack of compassion’.26

Did Letby get a kick out of death? It’s a tempting theory that we’ll explore in detail later, but the idea that Letby was cold and unfeeling when babies died doesn’t fit with some of her former colleagues’ accounts. As we’ll see in the next two chapters, some incidents seemed to hit her so hard that she couldn’t hide her emotion. The mother of two babies on the unit, one of whom died while in Letby’s care, recalled: ‘She looked like every time she spoke to me she was on the verge of tears, very upset.’ One colleague observed her ‘in floods of tears’ after the death of another baby.

Letby’s experience of looking after vulnerable babies wasn’t confined to the Countess of Chester Hospital. In late 2012, she did eleven weeks’ training at Liverpool Women’s Hospital – about forty-five minutes’ drive from Chester. It was a routine induction. All new neonatal nurses in the region had to do it. It was a way of ensuring they were all trained according to the same standards and procedures.

Unlike the Countess of Chester Hospital, though, Liverpool Women’s Hospital was a ‘Level 3’ unit, which meant it was officially equipped to care for the sickest babies. For Letby, this was a draw. According to Steve Brearey, who ran the neonatal unit in Chester, Letby had a preference for working in the intensive care environment with the sicker babies. In the case of any other nurse, this wouldn’t have been a cause for alarm or suspicion. It was normal for nurses starting out to want to be where the action was. But what were Letby’s motivations?

Whatever they were, Letby returned to Liverpool Women’s Hospital for a further five weeks of training in 2015. This time, the training was more specialised – aimed at preparing her to care for the sickest babies in the unit back in Chester.

In the years to come, investigators would pore over Letby’s two stints at Liverpool Women’s Hospital. Were there any suspicious incidents while Letby was there? Had she harmed or attempted to harm babies during her training? Were there any signs of what was to follow at the Countess of Chester Hospital? Through our own inquiries, we have unearthed new information on some of these questions, and it’s likely that more still will emerge. But at the time, Letby’s colleagues in Liverpool noticed nothing amiss. She passed through the system as she had done at school and university. Senior staff there don’t even remember her.

But managers at the Countess of Chester Hospital clearly liked Letby. She was the new girl, and for a while she even became the public face of her unit as part of an effort to get badly needed new facilities. When Letby started working there back in 2011, the unit was already on its last legs. The building – a drab 1970s structure – was shabby, pushing the limits of its lifespan. The fabric was outdated and its décor tired. There was hardly any space either. Cots and incubators were stored in the corridor, and there wasn’t enough room for exhausted new mothers when they wanted to breastfeed their babies. Temporary screens had to be rolled in to afford them some privacy. Hospital executive Susan Gilby would later describe the place as ‘dark, dingy and cramped’.27 There were no external windows to let natural light in, the ceiling tiles were stained and, despite the best efforts of staff, who decorated the walls with cartoon animals, it was hardly the sort of soothing environment needed for the tender care of fragile families. Nor did it lend itself to the fast-changing hi-tech demands of such a challenging area of medicine, with equipment crammed into small storerooms and wheeled out on demand.

A new unit was badly needed, but NHS funds wouldn’t cover the cost and so the hospital had to find its own cash. In 2012, the hospital launched a public fundraising drive to raise the £3 million needed for the job. The local newspaper, the Chester Standard, jumped on board with splash coverage of the launch and vowed to bring readers weekly updates about the campaign.28 It was called the Babygrow Appeal – and Letby was the poster girl.

In 2012, a photograph of Letby in her uniform smiling as she held a newborn baby appeared alongside a story about a donation to the appeal.29 That same photograph would later appear on every newspaper front page below headlines about Britain’s most prolific child serial killer.

In 2013, Letby was back in the local press – representing the Countess of Chester Hospital and the ongoing Babygrow Appeal. This time, she had her own profile piece about her life as a neonatal nurse.30

‘What would a typical day in the neonatal unit involve?’ she was asked.

My role involves caring for a wide range of babies requiring various levels of support. Some are here for a few days, others for many months and I enjoy seeing them progress and supporting their families. I am currently undergoing extra training in order to develop and enhance my knowledge and skills within the Intensive Care area and have recently completed a placement at Liverpool Women’s Hospital.

‘What will having a bigger neonatal unit mean to you?’

I hope the new unit will provide a greater degree of privacy and space for parents and siblings.

All very much on-message. So much so that hospital bosses gave the nurse top billing again and she featured in a full-page photograph in the Trust’s annual report for 2012/13.31 Back home in Hereford, Mr and Mrs Letby had plenty to stick in their cuttings book.

By 2015 there was another photo to add to the collection.32 After endless coffee mornings, skydives and marathons, the fundraising drive had hit its halfway target. The paper celebrated with a bumper article and a photograph of a small group of staff holding up signs to indicate the £1.5 million raised. Letby stands left of shot, smiling broadly and holding a large pound sign. Beside her was one of the hospital consultants. Years later, he would be one of many medics from Letby’s unit whose court testimony would help send her to jail.
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