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When Janeen Snyder left home at the age of 15 to live with the family of a close friend, she had no idea she was making a decision that would ultimately change her life forever – and would eventually lead to her arrest, conviction, and death sentence. 

The Thornton family welcomed Snyder into their home, giving her a place to stay after Snyder’s mother had kicked her out of the house. His daughter’s troubled friend seemed to be the perfect potential partner for Michael Thornton – a sexual sadist who was looking for the right accomplice to help him lure young girls to fulfill his disturbed fantasies.

“She eventually became his lover,” said Riverside County Deputy District Attorney Mike Rushton.

Together, Snyder and Thornton began using meth and plotting out their horrific plan. They would target the young girls Thornton desired, with Snyder acting as the necessary bait to draw the victims to Thornton. With the girls in his grasp, Thornton began to sexually abuse and exploit them, ensuring they had no way to escape. Eventually, the sadistic pair would murder their young victims.

“This is humanity at its worst – deviant sexual predators preying on young girls and giving in to their wildest, sickest fantasies,” Rushton said, adding that the couple were “among the most evil” people he’d ever encountered.

A history of abuse

Born in 1955 to a normal, middle-class family, Michael Thornton started working as a grocery bagger while still in high school before making the decision to join the air force when he turned 18. By the early 1970s, Thornton was settled down – newly married with a young son. 

His happiness was short-lived, though, when his wife caught him sexually molesting a six-year-old girl. Realizing that he might not be the man she thought he was, she immediately filed for divorce. 

“This is the first indication of paraphilic interest, this interest in children as objects of his sexual appetite,” said forensic psychologist Dr. Reid Meloy. “Michael Thornton is a psychopath, Michael Thornton is a sexual sadist, and Michael Thornton also has a number of paraphilias, or abnormal sexual disorders.”

Despite his disturbing behavior, Thornton managed to win the ensuing custody battle and find a new woman to court – Pamela Bivens. After the couple fell in love and married, Thornton moved with her to Rialto, California.

On the surface, Thornton seemed like the perfect father – full custody of his son, a new wife, and a baby daughter. But behind closed doors, Thornton terrorized his family. His wife suffered regular physical abuse, which occasionally even led to strangling and threats at gunpoint, and as the two children grew up, they also became frequent victims.

“Both of (the children) reported violence towards them, more than just a spanking,” said District Attorney’s Investigator George Hudson. “The daughter described an incident where she was kicked in the stomach because she ate all the ice cream in the refrigerator when she was a young girl – so he was a pretty violent guy.”

According to true crime author Kathy Braidhill, Bivens described her ex-husband as having an “addictive personality” who had a tendency to obsess over the subject of his current infatuation. He was also deeply interested in mind control and manipulation, and Bivens frequently felt “as if she had been brainwashed” – he’d convinced her that she was fat, unattractive and that her own children didn’t even care about her.

“What is intriguing about Michael Thornton’s angry outbursts is that it appeared to be done deliberately as a way to dominate and control other people,” said Meloy. “This was not a man who lost control or was impulsive.”

His obsession extended to his business. In 1986, Thornton opened the first of what would become a chain of hair salons in California. According to Braidhill, he chose the industry because he wouldn’t be required to learn anything new or be involved with the business – he would just be able to run the shops and be completely in control.

“The business became his obsession, and that’s why he became a millionaire,” Braidhill said.

When the couple’s teenage daughter brought home a friend who seemed to have significant issues of her own, Thornton recognized that she could be exactly what he needed to act out on some of his darker sexual desires.

Troubled teenager

Before moving in with her friend Angela Thornton, Snyder had been living on the streets – using drugs and offering sex to survive. Her mother was so addicted to meth that she would inject the drug directly like one would inject heroin. Snyder’s health and education suffered as a result of her mother’s neglect, and she was looking for more stability – which Angela hoped to provide by inviting her to stay with their family.

“Because she came from a very troubled background, and a drug-addicted mother, Janeen did not do well in school, she became addicted to meth,” Braidhill said. 

Snyder had even suffered abuse at the hands of her mother’s boyfriend, according to Hudson. The man started having sex with the teenage girl, but they were soon caught by Snyder’s mother.

“Instead of reporting to police the unlawful sexual intercourse to a minor, the mother apparently just kicked her out of the house,” Hudson said.

When Thornton heard about the situation Snyder was in, he was keen to help her out – but he wasn’t motivated by pity. According to Meloy, Thornton recognized that he would be able to “bring her under his wing,” and Snyder “responded to that.”

“Almost from the moment Janeen walked into the Thornton household, he became obsessed with this girl,” Braidhill said. “There was no strong male figure in Janeen’s life, and as is customary for young girls who grow up without that male figure, without that love from a father, she was looking from that from somebody.”

Eventually, Angela learned that her friend and her father were having a sexual relationship – and their friendship started to deteriorate quickly. However, when the two young girls started bickering frequently, it wasn’t Snyder who was asked to move out. Instead, Angela left her family’s home and moved in with a boyfriend.

After a particularly violent episode in Las Vegas where Bivens was left bruised and battered with a black eye, she filed for divorce. By 1999, Thornton and Snyder were left completely on their own – addicted to meth and growing more and more twisted and depraved.

Getting started

However, they began acting on their sick fantasies as early as 1996. Thornton employed a stylist named Cheryl Peters at one of his salons. While Peters had worked for Thornton for some time, one fight between the two was enough to push her over the edge. After Peters quit on the spot and stormed out of the salon, several of the other stylists showed their support by walking out with her.

Enraged, Thornton began staking out Peters’ house – and immediately took notice of Peters’ 14-year-old daughter, Jesse Kay. This was his opportunity to put his plans with Snyder into place. Snyder effectively charmed Jesse out of the house and lured the poor girl right into the car with Thornton. With Jesse in the car, the couple returned home to carry out the rest of their sick scheme.

With Snyder watching, Thornton held Jesse down and handcuffed her to the bed, where he proceeded to molest and rape her. When he was finished, he took his victim into the bathroom and dunked her head in the half-full bathtub – holding her there until she stopped breathing. Satisfied that Jesse was dead, Thornton then got to work dismembering her body, which he placed in containers and dumped somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. 

The remains of Jesse Kay Peters have never been recovered – but her family is finally able to have some closure to the young girl’s disappearance.

“To cut her up like that, to throw her in the ocean, to hide his shame – that was shame,” said Cheryl Peters. “I just prayed and cried and cried. I just couldn’t believe it.”

A fresh kill under their belts, Thornton and Snyder continued fueling themselves with drugs and sex – but their passion for each other faded rapidly. Bored with his monogamous sexual relationship with Snyder, Thornton suggested they find another young girl to bring to bed with them, to spice up the couple’s now-stale love-making. Together, Thornton and Snyder started searching for a potential new target for their sadistic fantasies.

Snyder had started working part-time as a stripper in Las Vegas, Nevada, while she continued to live with Thornton back in California – and it was in Las Vegas that the duo found their new victim. Five years after raping and murdering Jesse Kay Peters, they began formulating a plan to abduct 16-year-old Michelle Curran.

Snyder, just 21 years old in 2001, was still young enough to form an immediate rapport with their new target, and quickly coaxed Curran into the vehicle. With the girl trapped inside the car, Thornton threatened her with a gun, telling her he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot if she attempted to escape. 

For weeks, the couple tortured their young victim – sexually molesting her, threatening her, and humiliating her. Eventually, they concluded that Curran knew too much about their crimes, and would need to die. On April 17, while trespassing on a horse ranch near Ribidoux, California, Thornton, and Snyder begin to kill Curran slowly – torturing her in a small room on the ranch that was equipped with ropes, ties, and other supplies. Thornton passed a gun to Snyder, who finally shot Curran in the head.

An unwilling hostage

The timeline continued to confuse detectives even months after the body of the high school sophomore was found.

“I know when they left Las Vegas, and I know where they went later in the evening in California,” said homicide investigator Robert Joseph, who worked with the Riverside County Sheriff’s Office. “The one question I can’t answer is how my victim came to be with my suspects.”

Joseph said Curran had last been seen by her older sister on the morning of April 4, leaving the home “in a huff” because her sister Tiffani was allowed to stay home from school that day and she wasn’t. According to Tiffani, Curran had planned to stop and get breakfast from a fast food restaurant on her way to school – and her last words as she stormed out of the house were, “I hope I get murdered and raped.”

Thornton and Snyder were checked in at a hotel near Curran’s home from April 2 to April 4, but that night they left Las Vegas and checked into the Lake Arrowhead Lodge in the San Bernardino National Forest – approximately five hours away from Las Vegas. According to Joseph, Curran was with the couple at this point, having spent most of the day driving to Arrowhead.

“There’s only about four hours I can’t account for on that day,” Joseph admitted, adding that a hotel clerk confirmed that the couple was with a dark-haired girl when they checked in – and Curran, who had naturally blonde hair, had recently colored her hair before she went missing.

A missing person report was filed with the Las Vegas police on April 5, and by April 6, the trio had made it to Mesa, Arizona – where they stayed with Thornton’s mother until April 11. A note was left at the house, allegedly signed by Curran, stating that she had left with Thornton and Snyder and was “being treated well.”

Then, Thornton and Snyder took Curran with them back to California. This time, they checked into a hotel in Fontana, near their home in Rialto. They checked into another hotel in Rubidoux on the morning of April 17 – the day authorities believe Curran was murdered.

Thornton’s friends can account for seeing the trio “numerous times,” and a Riverside County park ranger also remembered seeing the suspects on April 17 with Curran at a park near the horse
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