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Introduction

The crime bug bit me the day my father died although I didn’t realise it until much later. I was only three at the time, so my memories are blurred but the hints my mother dropped over the years sharpened a different kind of focus. She would refer to the secretive work he had done and to the infamous spies he knew, usually after a sherry or three. Then there were the oblique mentions of his sudden, untimely death, his glamorous first wife and a mysterious fire that had burned down their London house. Mix in his Oxford education, murmurs of British intelligence and colonial missions lost in the mists of time, and the ramifications were obvious.

My dad was a spy and he had probably been murdered. Or he could still be alive somewhere, a prisoner or even a defector. Almost every kid who has lost a parent thinks they might secretly be alive. Not every kid has a writer’s nose for a story or the tantalising details that could not be explained away. I used to scan faces at airports and wonder if one of them was my dad. I knew in my heart that he was dead, but I still picked at that murder theory. Yes, he probably did die of peritonitis, as I was told. But then again, you never know. You never know because people are far more complex than we think and, as I have learned, capable of anything.

It is that refusal to take anything at face value that has fuelled my fascination with crime and led me down many dark alleyways. Some existed only in my mind. Others were more physical. I spent my days at a Devonian convent boarding school devouring Agatha Christie, who was coincidentally born in Torquay, where my school was located. Christie loved a coincidence and I identified strongly with this woman who had developed her expertise in poisons after volunteering as a nurse during the war and assisting a hospital pharmacist.

I grew up in the Hong Kong hospital where my mother was matron, birth, death and everything in between providing the backdrop to my childhood. It was the same hospital where my father was apparently misdiagnosed and died. The hospital that I suspected, in my youthful imagination, of a cover up. Like Christie, I was intrigued by the power of substances to kill or cure. The Chinese have used potent herbs for thousands of years to do just that, as have monks and nuns since the Middle Ages. It was inevitable that I would want to tap into their horticultural legacy to spice up the stories I was already writing, the shadow of Christie falling over the pages I scrawled.

Later, I soaked up le Carré, P. D. James and every hard-boiled hack I could find before moving on to true crime, psychological thrillers and the cool, spare prose of Scandi noir. Spurning an English degree for drama, I learned to create a character and, more importantly, to dig for what motivated them. The play I wrote and directed for my finals centred on the abduction and murder of a child from a fairground and stunned the audience into silence. I took a first for that and the foundations of my future as a writer were laid. But first I was determined to act or rather act out what I thought was my father’s life of adventure. I plunged into it headlong with often terrifying results.

On the Baltic cruise ship where I wrote and performed murder mysteries to entertain some of the world’s richest and most ruthless people, I gazed at the palm of the ex-head of the KGB and imagined those same hands brutally torturing dissidents. Later, I knocked back rakia with Bulgarian Mafiosi and fended off a City fraudster who went on the run to escape prison for the millions he had embezzled.

A lowlight of my acting career was playing Catherine Eddowes, Jack the Ripper’s fourth victim, for a Japanese TV film directed by a man who screamed constantly for more violence. One of my closest friends was a Metropolitan Police officer, a relative was a criminal barrister. I sat in the well of the Old Bailey as a bunch of old lags went down for one last botched hold-up to shouts of ‘shame’ from their families and watched police tapes that no one should ever have to see.

All that time I was doing what so many of us do when we read or watch true crime and crime fiction. I was trying to make sense of it and the way it touched my world. We crime lovers are voyeurs, but we are also hackers, driven to crack the code. We want to know how and why but we also want to know what we can do to protect ourselves. We want to help solve cold cases partly because we know it could happen to anyone. Yes, even to us. Especially to us.

That meeting with the ex-head of the KGB led, years later, to my taking on Putin’s regime as part of a mission to save a dying man from prison. The man was chained to his bed in a Moscow cell, accused of crimes he did not commit. I used my skills as a writer to bolster the efforts of the lawyers who eventually won his release. The experience changed the direction of my writing, as did the simultaneous death of my mother. I returned to the darkness to which I had always been drawn, to write of the unspeakable things we can do to one another.

I had experienced evil at first hand. Now I wanted to make sense of it. I drew on my acting training to find the motives that drove my characters. Motive is one of the first things an investigator looks for when tackling a crime. Sometimes that motive seems irrational to everyone but the perpetrator. Those are the random crimes that hit the headlines and send ripples of fear through you and me. But hearing those stories does at least alert us to the possibility that anything can happen, that to stay safe we must consider the unthinkable. And that, I believe, is both the pull and the purpose of true crime and crime fiction.

We shudder at the gory details and sigh when a body is discovered. We stare at photos of the culprit and see the flat, blank sheen of evil in their eyes. Sometimes when we look in the mirror we think we catch a glimpse of that same sheen and we turn away. Other times we lie awake at night and listen to the creaks and sighs, wondering if it’s our turn. All the while, one question throbs underneath our everyday thoughts. What if? What if someone snatched our child from the streets or a fairground? What if he really killed her? What if a dead father was alive, somewhere out there? What if it happens to me?

To control those thoughts, we seek answers in the pages of books, on our screens big and small, by listening to endless podcasts. Millions gather on forums and social media to solve cases the professionals have long consigned to a closed file. Mistakes are picked up and details pored over in a collective act of attempted closure. The unsolved is unsettling, the lazy cop or biased media more bad apples to chew over. Crime is so compelling because it brings out the best and worst in us. It frightens us to the core while setting us free.

Every time I brush hands with danger I feel more alive. Stupid maybe, but true of so many people. But I don’t get my thrills bungee jumping or performing hardcore parkour. The danger is not so much physical as psychological. I knew the ex-head of the KGB had given up espionage for more profitable pastimes long before. The Bulgarian Mafiosi were too busy parading their arrogance along with their bellies to worry about a lowly writer. Those police tapes I watched were just that. Tapes. Someone else’s story played out for me to watch.

Their stories, however, stay lodged in my memory. The unsavoury characters I have met leave their own taint. I am drawn to the rot and repelled by it, like some carrion beetle. I want to burrow deep in the filth so that I can extract from it redemption, but happy endings are rare when it comes to true crime and even the cosiest fiction leaves victims in its wake.

A crime thriller or mystery is both interactive and intensely intimate. We try to get inside the mind of the writer or protagonist so that we can solve the clues even as we anticipate the ending. It’s a rush when we get it right. A gut punch when we’re wrong. This is a visceral experience like no other and we can do it from the comfort of our living rooms. Often the characters are people just like us, except that something sinister has happened to them. They give us the chance to live vicariously, to flirt with danger. They allow us to exercise our minds and emotions in a way we may never experience in real life. Except that there is always the chance that we might. Which is why we keep getting back on the rollercoaster for another ride.

The high stakes counterbalance the humdrum chaos of our own lives, especially if that chaos is domestic. Female crime fans outnumber male by a significant percentage, partly because their own lives are so full and fragmented with multiple responsibilities. Crime fiction lends order, especially if it is a police procedural. More than that, it takes us out of the ordinary. Good and evil are clear cut. Underlying themes are biblical or mythical in proportion. Passion, revenge, mayhem and murder stir the blood in the most domestically dulled of veins.

I understand that need for a crime fix. I am also driven to supply it. I feed that supply through words, my favourite weapon. But I began to realise that the one barrier to crime fans was the thing they craved most, knowledge. If a reader or viewer does not understand a phrase or term used, then it adds friction to their experience. They cannot fully immerse themselves in the mystery or the solving of it and are therefore robbed of their full rush.

Crime readers are a discerning bunch. They thrive on fact and thorough research underpinning fiction. The blue line between true crime and crime fiction grows ever thinner as writers serve up stories with a palatable coating that barely disguises their roots in real life. Readers crave authenticity, but they don’t want it to get in the way of a good plot. In trying to solve that problem like so many others, I came up with the idea of a crime dictionary, one that would not simply give definitions but also enough context and background to oil the wheels of the rollercoaster. With it in hand, crime fans can simply jump on and enjoy one hell of a ride. That, after all, is the reason we do it.

From Aconite to the Zodiac Killer: A Dictionary of Crime is the culmination of my own restless search for answers. I am as guilty as anyone of needing to impose order. In my case, it is through my love of story and words, two gifts my father bequeathed me. I no longer search for his face in crowds. But I will always wonder. What I did not want was for any fellow crime fan to be left wondering too. Which is why, with this dictionary, you can now stand at the shoulder of monsters unencumbered. This is your companion on the ride, the friend who holds your hand as you scream at the scary bits. Take it with you as you climb aboard. It is the best ride you will ever take.
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AMANDA LEES

‘A fascinating compendium of crime facts which should be on
the shelves of every crime writer - and every crime reader’

SIMON BRETT
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