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INTRODUCTION





Whoever we are, wherever we live and whenever we're born, crime has played a part in our lives. Either we've experienced it ourselves or we know someone who's been a victim of it, to a greater or lesser extent: a stolen bike, a speeding driver barrelling towards us, attempted bank fraud or minor vandalism. Sometimes these crimes are life-changing; sometimes they are just small, easily forgotten incidents that are irritating or upsetting in the moment but quickly fade away. And we might be surprised to know how often we ourselves are perpetrators – forgetting to wear a seatbelt or dropping litter, for instance.


  This compendium is focused on the more serious, more brutal end of the scale: the crimes we pray don't visit us or those we love. The stories recounted here will often be sinister, disconcerting or downright disturbing. And yet the average person walks past a murderer between ten and 36 times during the course of their life. There's a reason we lock our doors at night and invest in security systems. There's a reason many parents would be delighted by the prospect of electronically tagging their children. And there's a reason so many of us are captivated by true crime in all its many forms.


  You might think our current fascination a relatively recent phenomenon, but pamphlets produced in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries paint a very different picture. With the advent of new printing presses and an increase in literacy, the distribution of short leaflets reporting on society's most gruesome, bloody crimes revealed a public appetite that simply never faded. By the nineteenth century, "thrilling life stories for the masses" were produced accompanied by lurid drawings of capital crimes in the form of the penny dreadful. Humans are inquisitive creatures, and nothing makes us more curious than a peek at the abnormal, the ruthless, the shadowy side of life.


  Through the pages of this carousel of criminality, you'll find both familiar and lesser-known real-life stories from a variety of areas. Major crimes like homicides, kidnappings, assault, extortion and trafficking fill column inches day after day in newspapers around the world. And increasingly, con artists and scammers are able to use the internet, that most useful of tools, to perpetrate their offences on larger scales than anyone could have imagined. We'll explore tales that gripped the public imagination for weeks, months or years at a time, from a Roman woman who became the world's first known serial killer to the Baby Lindbergh kidnapping of 1932 and the cyber attack that in 2017 cost over £90 million in damages. We'll also find out the difference between a theft, a robbery and a heist, how the modern manhunt was born when authorities raced to apprehend a nineteenth-century homeopath suspected of murder, and why a bizarre theft in modern Canada inspired a comedy drama.


  Describing these crimes isn't intended to glorify them, or those who committed them – often, having an insight into their darkest corners enables societies to make changes, examine what they're getting right and what needs urgent attention: Sarah's Law, for example, created in the wake of the murder of Sarah Payne in 2000 by paedophile Roy Whiting, now allows parents or guardians in the UK to ask the police for information about anyone they worry might pose a risk to their child.


  There's a lot to be learned from real-life crime stories – as long as the lessons won't keep you up at night.
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