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Introduction

By Peter Robinson, bestselling author of  
Gallows View and the DCI Banks Series

It is impossible to predict when or why a particular 
book will be suddenly more successful than any of  
the writer’s previous works. The breakout book, the 
‘nirvana’ for so many writers, doesn’t come when one 
might expect it, if  it comes at all. The writer can’t really 
plan for a ‘big book’, no matter how much they study 
the bestseller lists or aim for a ‘high-concept’ approach. 
Even the publishers can’t guarantee success, though 
obviously strong pre-publication word-of-mouth and 
a huge promotional budget help. The remainder shops 
are littered with failed attempts to replicate the popu-
larity of  The Da Vinci Code or Fifty Shades of  Grey, and 
publishers are often as surprised as the next reader 
when a book comes out of  nowhere to top the best-
seller charts. 

Not that Killing Me Softly came out of  nowhere. Pub-
lished in 1999, it was the third novel by husband and 
wife writing team Nicci French (Nicci Gerrard and 
Sean French), following The Memory Game and The Safe 
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House. All we can say is that no matter how highly 
we regard the first two, Killing Me Softly was a bigger 
success and represented something of  a breakthrough 
for its authors. It was their first book to crack the 
American market, for example. Why? Who knows? It 
was the sort of  phenomenon that occurs every now 
and then, more recently with Gone Girl, say, or The Girl 
on the Train, both of  which are indebted to Nicci 
French for the psychological insight into relationships 
and domestic thriller elements. 

Nicci French has since gone on to write many more 
successful thrillers, including Beneath the Skin, The Red 
Room and Until It’s Over. In 2011 they started a series 
featuring Dr Frieda Klein, a psychotherapist, with Blue 
Monday. Having gone through the week day by day, that 
series comes to a conclusion with The Day of  the Dead. 

There were writers who wrote psychological thrillers 
before Nicci French, writers who dealt with psycho-
paths and deviant psychology – Patricia Highsmith and 
Ruth Rendell come to mind – but Killing Me Softly was 
different; it expanded that segment of  the thriller genre 
in which the darker elements of  sexual obsession and 
murder intrude into the superficially complacent reality 
of  domestic life. Many readers believe that there is no 
place in crime fiction for sex, but Killing Me Softly is an 
erotic thriller with plenty of  steamy sex scenes. Previ-
ous crime writers also tended to have a recurring hero 
or heroine, usually a private detective, talented amateur 
sleuth or bona fide police detective, but Killing Me Softly 
has very little sleuth or police presence. 
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There are also writers such as Harlan Coben and 
Linwood Barclay, along with Gillian Flynn and Paula 
Hawkins, who to a large extent write about relation-
ships and domestic situations going awry, just as we 
see happening in Killing Me Softly. The ordinary 
becomes extraordinary, and extremely dangerous. It 
is a world in which the unreliable narrator rules 
supreme.

While Alice Loudon, who tells the story, is not 
intentionally unrealiable, or so she would have us 
believe, her perception and understanding of  events 
is cast into doubt by the enormous gaps in her 
knowledge. She becomes unreliable by default. 

After a gripping opening scene whose purpose 
only becomes clear later, we meet Alice, who seems 
happy enough with her ordinary life. She has a nor-
mal boyfriend, Jake, an active social life with a group 
of  close and like-minded friends and a rewarding 
job as a scientific researcher working for a pharma-
ceutical company. Then she meets Adam Tallis, and 
her life goes haywire. 

Perhaps ‘meets’ is too feeble a word to use in the 
case of  Alice and Adam. They are both crossing the 
road in opposite directions when they stop and look 
at one another until the cars begin honking their 
horns at them. Alice tells us, ‘It felt like an age, but it 
was probably only a second.’ The effect is immedi-
ately physical for her – inability to breathe, trembling 
knees – and when they meet again, his first words to 
her are, ‘I’ve been waiting for you.’ Alice submits 
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immediately and willingly to his invitation, and in no 
time they are enjoying passionate sex back at his place.

Adam seems to be some kind of  elemental masculine 
force, and Alice just can’t resist. He turns out to be a 
famous mountain climber who also acts as a guide for 
climbing expeditions made up of  amateurs. Brave to 
the point of  foolhardiness, a known risk-taker and life-
saver, Adam seems unwilling to talk to Alice about his 
past, neither the mountains he has conquered, nor the 
women. They rush into an intense physical relationship, 
involving elements of  consensual S & M, which causes 
Alice to drift far away from her lover, friends and job. 
Adam and Alice create a world of  their own. The reader 
knows it’s too good to be true, and that anything this 
good cannot last. Deep down, Alice knows it too, but 
she ignores the feeling. 

For a long time Alice doesn’t question their strange 
circumscribed relationship, the sexual possessiveness, 
jealousy, secrets. She is in thrall to the sheer physicality 
of  Adam’s presence and the violence of  his feelings 
towards her. But when Adam also shows an astonish-
ing degree of  excessive violence by viciously beating 
up a mugger who tries to snatch Alice’s shoulder-bag, 
she starts to become wary. 

By then it is too late; Alice really has no one else 
in the world to depend on except Adam. Then the 
ugly question of  murder raises its head, along with 
the beginnings of  suspicion and shame. But I will 
say no more of  the plot because I don’t want to spoil 
the thrill of  the ride for any readers. Sufficient to say 
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that the pacing is spot on, and the tension keeps 
creeping up and up right to the explosive end.

Nicci French also creates in Killing Me Softly a 
cumulative claustrophobic sense of  the narrow and 
intense private world Alice and Adam inhabit. As in 
the best Ruth Rendell thrillers, you want to inter-
vene as a reader, tell the character not to open that 
door, not to turn that corner, not to go down those 
stairs. You want to jump into the book and lead 
Alice by the hand far away from Adam Tallis and the 
danger you sense is coming, but you know their 
magnetic attraction would be too strong for that. 
Also, the reader is drawn in by the erotic tension and 
intensity in a similar way to that by which Alfred 
Hitchcock makes the viewer a collaborator, a voyeur 
in Rear Window, Vertigo and other masterpieces. 

So settle down in your favourite chair, turn on the 
reading light, make yourself  a cup of  tea or whatever 
kind of  drink you prefer, and start turning the pages. 
You probably won’t stop until you have finished.
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