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Italia! Oh Italia! Thou who hast
the fatal gift of beauty.

LORD BYRON
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

THE VICTIM

MEREDITH KERCHER. Born December 28, 1986, in the United Kingdom. Died November 1, 2007, in Perugia. A student at Leeds University, she was in Italy on an Erasmus scholarship, studying political theory and history of cinema, when she was murdered.

THE DEFENDANTS

AMANDA MARIE KNOX. Born July 9, 1987, in Seattle. A junior at the University of Washington, she was in Perugia studying Italian at the Università per Stranieri when she was arrested in November 2007.

RAFFAELE SOLLECITO. Born March 26, 1984, near Bari, Italy. A student at the University of Perugia, he met Amanda Knox on October 25, 2007, and became her lover that night. He was two weeks from getting his degree in virtual reality computing when he was arrested in November 2007.

RUDY HERMANN GUEDE. Born December 26, 1983, in Agou, Ivory Coast. His father, Roger Guede, brought him to the outskirts of Perugia when Rudy was five years old. He was later adopted, as a teen, by one of the richest families in Perugia. A high school dropout, he had no occupation when he was arrested in Mainz, Germany, in November 2007.

THE FAMILIES

JOHN AND ARLINE KERCHER. Meredith’s parents.

CURT KNOX. Amanda’s father, an accountant at the time of the murder, working in the finance department of Macy’s in Seattle.

EDDA MELLAS. Amanda’s mother, a Seattle elementary school math teacher.

CASSANDRA KNOX. Curt’s second wife, a housewife and the mother of their two daughters, Ashley and Delaney.

CHRIS MELLAS. Edda’s second husband, an IT professional.

DEANNA KNOX. Amanda’s younger sister.

FRANCESCO SOLLECITO. Raffaele’s father, a urologist based in Bisceglie, Italy, with his second wife, Mara.

VANESSA SOLLECITO. Raffaele’s older sister, a Rome-based carabiniere who lost her job after her brother was arrested.

ROGER GUEDE. Rudy’s father, a bricklayer born in Ivory Coast and living in Bastia, Italy.

THE HOUSEMATES AT 7 VIA DELLA PERGOLA

FILOMENA ROMANELLI. Intern at a Perugia law firm, age twenty-six at the time of the murder.

LAURA MEZZETTI. Intern at a Perugia law firm, age twenty-six at the time of the murder.

STEFANO BONASSI. Student from Marche, lived in the downstairs flat.

MARCO MARZAN. Student from Marche, lived downstairs.

GIACOMO SILENZI. Student from Marche, Meredith Kercher’s lover in the two weeks before her murder, lived downstairs.

RICCARDO LUCIANI. Student from Marche, lived downstairs.

PERUGIANS

DIYA “PATRICK” LUMUMBA. Congolese immigrant, musician, bar owner, and Amanda’s employer.

PAOLO CAPORALI. Wealthy Perugia businessman, owner of the Liomatic vending company and the Perugia basketball team; adopted the teenage Rudy Guede, then disowned him.

ILARIA CAPORALI. Paolo’s daughter.

IVANA TIBERI. Rudy’s first Italian teacher and de facto Italian mother.

NARA CAPEZZALI. Elderly woman neighbor of 7 via della Pergola who testified that she heard screams on November 1.

ANTONIO CURATOLO. Homeless heroin addict who testified that he saw Amanda and Raffaele near the murder scene on November 1.

MARCO QUINTAVALLE. Perugia grocery owner who testified that Amanda entered his shop as it opened the morning after the murder.

HEKURAN KOKOMANI. Cocaine dealer and Albanian immigrant who testified that he saw Amanda and Raffaele together with Rudy in the days before the murder.

BISCARINI FAMILY. Wealthy villa owners who found Meredith’s phones.

FRANK SFARZO. Perugia-based blogger whose case files were confiscated by police.

FRANCESCA BENE. Reporter for the Perugia daily Il Giornale dell’Umbria, detained by police for her investigation into the witnesses.

THE “BRITISH GIRLS”

SOPHIE PURTON. Leeds University Erasmus student in Perugia, the last person to see Meredith alive.

SAMANTHA RODENHURST. Erasmus student in Perugia, friend of Meredith.

AMY FROST. Erasmus student in Perugia, friend of Meredith.

NATALIE HAYWORTH. Erasmus student in Perugia, friend of Meredith.

ROBYN BUTTERWORTH. Erasmus student in Perugia, friend of Meredith.

FRIENDS

BRETT LITHER. Amanda’s elementary and high school friend, West Seattle.

MADISON PAXTON. Amanda’s University of Washington friend, Seattle and Perugia.

DAVID “DJ” JOHNSRUD. Amanda’s Seattle boyfriend.

THE POLICE

MONICA NAPOLEONI. Head of the Perugia homicide squad, among the first on the murder scene, present at the November 5–6 interrogations of Knox and Sollecito.

MARCO CHIACCHIERA. Head of the Perugia anti-Mafia section, present at the interrogations.

GIACINTO PROFAZIO. Perugia police chief superintendent, present at the interrogations.

EDUARDO GIOBBI. Chief of the Serious Crimes Unit, Rome-based national police, observed the interrogations.

RITA FICARRA. Interrogating officer.

LORENA ZUGARINI. Interrogating officer and one of the first on the crime scene.

IVANO RAFFO. Junior member of the national police, among those present at the interrogation.

AIDA COLANTONE. One of two main civilian translators who worked with the police interpreting Amanda Knox’s speech and writing in 2007 and 2008.

ANNA DONNINO. Part-time English translator for the Perugia police, present at the interrogation of Amanda Knox on November 5–6, 2007.

PATRIZIA STEFANONI. Head of the Rome police crime lab.

THE LAWYERS

GIULIANO MIGNINI. Perugia magistrate in charge of investigating and prosecuting the Kercher murder.

MANUELA COMODI. Perugia magistrate, assisting Mignini in the trial.

LUCIANO GHIRGA. Perugia lawyer representing Amanda.

CARLO DALLA VEDOVA. Rome lawyer representing Amanda.

LUCA MAORI. Perugia lawyer representing Raffaele.

GIULIA BONGIORNO. Rome lawyer and parliamentarian, representing Raffaele.

VALTER BISCOTTI. Perugia lawyer representing Rudy.

NICODEMO GENTILE. Perugia lawyer representing Rudy.

FRANCESCO MARESCA. Florence lawyer representing the Kercher family.

CARLO PACELLI. Perugia lawyer representing Patrick Diya Lumumba.


TIMELINE

2007


July 9. Amanda Knox celebrates her twentieth birthday and soon afterward leaves Seattle for Europe.

July. Rudy Guede moves back to Perugia and rents a studio apartment on via Canerino.

August. Rudy Guede tells a friend he can’t sleep alone at his own apartment because he sleepwalks and wakes up far from home.

September 10. Meredith Kercher moves into 7 via della Pergola.

September 20. Amanda Knox moves into 7 via della Pergola.

September 27. A weekend. Christian Tramontano wakes up in his Perugia apartment between 1 and 4 A.M. and confronts a man he later identifies as Rudy Guede who has broken into his apartment.

October 6–7. A weekend. Someone breaks into a private English nursery school operated by Maria Del Prato in Milan, cooks a large meal of pasta and spinach, and steals 2,000 euros from a cabinet.

October 13–14. A weekend. Someone breaks a second-floor window and enters and robs the law offices of Paolo Brocchi and Matteo Palazzoli on via del Roscetto in Perugia.

October 20. Meredith and Giacomo Silenzi become lovers.

October 23. The Madu Diaz home on via Canerino in Perugia is burglarized and severely damaged in a fire by a burglar who “feasted” in the kitchen. Among the items stolen are a woman’s gold watch.

October 25. Amanda and Raffaele meet at a concert in the Aula Magna of the Università per Stranieri and become lovers.

October 27. A Saturday. Rudy is arrested inside the Milan nursery school owned by Mrs. Del Prato. Police find Paolo Brocchi’s laptop and cell phone, a woman’s gold watch, and a sixteen-inch knife belonging to the nursery school kitchen in his backpack.

November 1. All Souls’ Day, a national holiday in Italy. Meredith Kercher is murdered.

November 2. Police discover Meredith’s body. Police question Amanda Knox and Raffaele Sollecito for the first time.

November 3. Police question Amanda Knox.

November 4. Police question Amanda Knox. Coroner completes autopsy and cannot confirm sexual assault of Meredith. Amanda and Raffaele are videotaped shopping for underwear.

November 5. Police summon Raffaele for questioning. Amanda joins him.

November 6. At 8:45 A.M., Amanda provides police with a handwritten note in English, describing a “vision” of herself sitting in the kitchen of their house and hearing Meredith screaming while Patrick attacked her. Amanda, Raffaele, and Patrick Lumumba are arrested.

November 6. Edda Mellas arrives in Perugia by train from Rome.

November 7. Il Giornale dell’Umbria publishes the first reference to the students’ “erotic game.”

November 9. Judge Claudia Matteini rules that the three can be held in preventive detention.

November 15. Police announce that the murder weapon is a knife they found in Raffaele’s house, with Amanda’s DNA on the handle and Meredith’s on the tip.

November 19. Police announce that Rudy Guede is a suspect.

November 20. German police arrest Rudy in Mainz; Perugia police release Patrick Lumumba.

December 6. Rudy is extradited to Italy.

December 17. Giuliano Mignini interrogates Amanda in the presence of her lawyers, who halt the proceeding.

December 18. Rome scientific police reenter the murder house and retrieve Meredith’s bra clasp for testing.



2008


February 8. Mignini and Napoleoni interview the “British girls” in Bergamo.

May 15. Rudy admits to Mignini that the bloody Nike shoe prints in the murder house are his.

July 11. Mignini formally asks a judge to charge Amanda, Raffaele, and Rudy with Meredith’s murder. He also requests a slander charge against Amanda regarding Patrick Lumumba.

September 19. Perugia Judge Paolo Micheli grants Rudy a “fast-track” trial.

October 28. Micheli convicts Rudy and sentences him to thirty years in prison. Micheli upholds the murder charges against the two students and sends the case to trial.



2009


January 2. Amanda Knox is voted Italian television’s “Woman of the Year,” edging out Carla Bruni and Sarah Palin.

January 16. The trial of Amanda Knox and Raffaele Sollecito begins.

February 6. Prosecution witnesses Antonio Curatolo, Nara Capezzali, and others testify.

February 13. The “British girls” testify about Amanda’s strange behavior and Meredith’s unhappiness with Amanda.

February 14. Amanda appears at trial in a sleep T-shirt reading “All You Need Is Love.” Giacomo Silenzi testifies about his affair with Meredith.

February 17. Perugia police officers testify.

March 16. A Perugia appeals court awards Patrick Lumumba 8,000 euros for slander.

April 4. Rudy Guede appears at the students’ trial but refuses to testify, exercising his right to remain silent.

May 22. Patrizia Stefanoni testifies about the DNA on the knife and the bra clasp.

June 12–13. Amanda Knox testifies.

July 6. Defense expert testifies that the kitchen knife cannot be the murder weapon.

July 18. The trial is suspended for a two-month vacation.

September 14. The trial resumes.

November 21. Prosecutors conclude closing arguments.

December 2. Defense concludes closing arguments.

December 4. Amanda and Raffaele are convicted and sentenced to twenty-six and twenty-five years in prison, respectively.

December 16. Donald Trump urges Americans to boycott Italy.

December 22. Rudy Guede’s sentence is reduced to sixteen years on appeal.



2010


January 22. A judicial panel in Florence convicts Mignini of abuse of office in the Monster of Florence investigation and gives him a sixteen-month suspended jail sentence.

June 1. Amanda appears in court on charges that she slandered police and is photographed for the first time since her conviction. She has cut her hair short.

November 24. Amanda and Raffaele’s appeal begins.



2011


January 22. Appeals court appoints independent experts to review DNA evidence against Amanda and Raffaele.

February 15. Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi is indicted on charges of frequenting a teen prostitute.

February 23. Perugia court indicts Amanda for slandering police officers.

March 24. Italian press publishes leaks that independent experts can’t find incriminating DNA on the bra clasp or the knife.

October 3. An Italian appeals court overturned the murder convictions of Amanda Knox and Raffaele Sollecito, exonerating them in the slaying of Meredith Kercher. Both were freed. Amanda was back in West Seattle by the afternoon of the next day. Raffaele left prison the same day and returned home to his father’s apartment in Bisceglie.
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BY DECEMBER 2009, THE SECOND anniversary of Meredith Kercher’s murder had come and gone and the trial of her roommate Amanda Knox and Amanda’s boyfriend, Raffaele Sollecito, had reached its final act, a crescendo of argument, personal rancor, and notoriety. In the United States, Thanksgiving had been celebrated, turkeys carved and consumed, college ball games watched, as lawyers half a world away shouted and droned their final arguments, galloping along with barely a pausa. In chilly Perugia night fell a little earlier each day. Time, an element that had always seemed as dispensable in that courtroom as the sunny hours of an Italian afternoon, was finally constricting, pressing down, yielding to gravity. The hourly gonging of church bells from the gloom outside the brick walls only accentuated the strange isolation of the participants and spectators within. The spectacle possessed a life force of its own, constructed from the egos and emotions of all the people involved but now beyond the control of any individual. It was becoming clear that the Tribunale building had been gestating something, dying to be born. In the final hours, it was quickening.

The frescoed medieval courtroom itself and the stairwell outside it began to stink of sweat and tension and other things. Cigarette smoke; cheap espresso from the Liomatic vending machine (the property of the wealthy Caporali family, which had disowned the third murder defendant, Rudy Guede, as a liar some years before); the never-cleaned single bathroom behind it, damp of floor, without soap or toilet paper; the exhalations of the smokers and coffee drinkers, the alkaline smell of the crumbly ancient brick walls that left white streaks of dust on the clothes of anyone careless enough to lean against them. The policewomen and female lawyers and journalists were now ferociously outdoing one another in terms of boot selections—kitten heels, cowboy boots, suedes, patent leathers, motorcycle boots, Gucci, Ferragamo, Prada—every conceivable style was banging up and down the metal steps to and from the courtroom. Nerves were frayed to breaking. Journalists and cameramen snarled at one another in a tiny pressroom piled with coats, video equipment, old newspapers, and half-broken chairs, vying for a view of the fuzzy television screen that monitored the courtroom. A British documentary filmmaker buzzing around was under threat of legal action from at least two members of the press who expected to be badly portrayed in his final product. A reporter for one of the British tabloids had nearly punched out one of the documentary’s cameramen. Rumors and threats of lawsuits involving journalists, lawyers, family, and police filled the chatter during breaks.

Wandering around in this sweaty, smoky haze, the Knox family, radiating hope and that quality that so differentiates the American from the European—enthusiasm, and especially Amanda’s mother, Edda’s, persistent chirpy cheer and quivery emotions—were now grating badly, because everyone except them understood that the beast was being born and there was nothing they could do about it, their daughter was going to be convicted of murder. Only the most sadistic or ratings-desperate could hold a gaze on these fish in a barrel for long. The American television network producers, all vying for the big “get”—Amanda herself—circled incessantly, not daring to let the family out of sight for fear of missing some competitive moment, pouring money into pricy dinners with ample uncorkings of the finest limited-edition local red, the Sagrantino. Only they among the journalists were still maintaining the facade of the possibility of an acquittal. And their efforts would be for naught: the Italian judiciary would deny all reporters access to the beauty behind bars. In the end, the winner of the Amanda interview prize would be a right-wing Italian politician named Rocco Girlanda, who used his unfettered parliamentary access to prisons to enter Capanne Prison twenty times, plied Amanda with a laptop and fatherly male attention (although he admitted to having some vaguely romantic dreams about her), and eventually published a book about these encounters titled Take Me with You.

After they filed their nightly stories, the anglophone press gathered to compare notes, share gossip, and quaff the cheaper local rosso at the enoteca near the Porta del Sole, a hundred yards from a postcard-perfect overlook point with a grand view of the roof of the murder house, and, in the distance, the same panorama of violet Umbrian hills the girls—one murdered, one on trial—had once enjoyed.

On the morning her lawyers began to present their final arguments, Amanda shed the talismanic red Beatles hoodie she’d worn to every hearing since summertime cooled and donned a wrinkled green blazer, grass green, the color of hope, the color of the Madonna del Verde, frescoed on the wall of a strange round neo-Christian church at the highest point of Perugia, believed to have originally housed a pagan temple. A cell mate had done up her hair into a tight French braid. It was a nice gesture to la bella figura but not enough, and everyone knew it. “An American journalist observed that Amanda’s new conservative look was ‘too little, too late,’ ” reported the London Times.

One of her lawyers, the white-haired, gap-toothed former local soccer star Luciano Ghirga, tried a folksy appeal to the civic pride of his fellow Perugians, imploring them not to fear that an acquittal would hurt their fair city’s image. “He has changed the motive,” Ghirga complained of Prosecutor Giuliano Mignini. “In the beginning, it was just: Sex! Now it’s not an orgy, now it’s money, and now it’s anger. Look, these girls were both in love with Italian men, they were having the time of their life here, where is the anger? … Come back with a sentence that reflects the prestige of this court and this city. Do not think that our beautiful city will lose with an acquittal. You must set Amanda free. Her family, you see them here, is not a ‘clan.’ ”

He finished his statement in a fit of weeping.

In the waning hours, as the afternoon turned dark, the legal women finally got their turn to speak. Knox’s chief attorney Carlo Dalla Vedova’s assistant, Maria Del Grosso, a girlish thirty-five-year-old with beautiful dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, gave a spirited defense, going on for hours trying to drive home the inconsistencies in the case. At the end she pointed to Amanda and implored the jury, “Is this the witch you’re going to burn?”

Each lawyer concluded his or her remarks with appeals to God, as is customary in Italian trials, but really they were talking to six citizen jurors and one very human man, the deceptively genial Woody Allen look-alike in the middle of the dais, Judge Giancarlo Massei.

“The judge is not God,” Sollecito’s lawyer Giulia Bongiorno proclaimed.

“I would like to refer to the law of the church before you go in and decide the sentence,” Dalla Vedova concluded. “You need a moral certainty to convict. In the Church there is a law of moral certainty that has a spiritual meaning, and it is compatible with Italian law. You need a moral certainty. In your soul, you need a tranquillity, and only then can you be sure of judgment. Moral certainty is personal. Some have it, some don’t.”

As the translator repeated his words to her in English, Amanda’s mother, Edda, was awash in tears.

Then the civil lawyer Carlo Pacelli rose. He was a tall, brisk man with a gray crew cut, representing Patrick Lumumba, the Congolese bar owner Amanda had falsely accused of being in the murder house. Shouting, he reminded the jury of Amanda’s behavioral anomalies, the outrageous cartwheels at the police station, the kissing of her boyfriend while the corpse cooled, the blithe lack of concern, the particularly female duplicity on display before them.

“She has never shown true grief for the death of Meredith. Actually, all to the contrary, she would kiss and cuddle joyfully with her boyfriend. She goes out and buys sexy lingerie at Bubble and talks about having mad sex with him. So who is Amanda Knox?” he shrieked. “Is she the angelical Santa Maria Goretti that we see here today? Or is she the diabolical Luciferina, the explosive concentrate of sex, alcohol, and drugs, dirty in her soul, just as she is dirty on the outside?”

Prosecutor Giuliano Mignini got in a few final words: “I have been observing the defendants through the trial, trying to determine if violent acts are in accordance with their characters. I have had a graphologist look at their handwriting, and that man confirmed that Amanda Knox is aggressive, narcissistic, manipulative, transgressive, and has no empathy; she likes dominating people, she doesn’t like people to disagree with her, and she’s very negligent overall. Her behavior in the police station proved this. As for Sollecito, the graphologist says his handwriting indicates that he is a person who seeks approval from others.”

As if in despair, he burst out, “If these kids were innocent, how could they sit here and bear listening to this?

“Don’t forget the victim. A victim of sexual violence, a young woman who would go home and visit her mother on her birthday, who should have gone back to London to look after her mamma instead of being dead. Now the Kercher family can only go to the cemetery to see her. As for Rudy, he didn’t bring the murder knife to the scene, and he tried to clean up the blood. These are attenuating circumstances. There has been a lot of lobbying in America by people who think she’s not guilty, but remember that in this moment, the function of justice is consistence. From Roman canonical law: you should give to all what comes to them. They need to pay. I am finished.”

When he asked for ergastolo, a life sentence, spectators gasped.



THE TWO DEFENDANTS TOOK it in quietly, Raffaele gnawing at his cuticles, Amanda squirming in her chair and occasionally weeping. When Raffaele rose to make his last spontaneous declaration, he tried to clarify that he wasn’t his codefendant’s slave. “You are about to decide my life. I am living in a nightmare. Discovering that I have been pulled into this dramatic situation of which I know nothing. I have listened to the prosecutors, yet I haven’t understood what they think my role is. I have heard that Amanda killed Meredith for a matter of personal hygiene and then because of … men. I am not clear why they think I killed her. They think I am a sort of dog on a leash, dependent on Amanda. I met Amanda just a few days before, and I got very attached to her. But it was just the beginning. In such a relationship you cannot create dependence. If Amanda had asked me to do something I disagreed with, I would have said no. Imagine if she had asked me to kill a young girl! I am not a violent person, I have never been and never will be a violent person. I did not kill Meredith, and I was not in that house. Each day that goes by I hope the real killer confesses. I still strongly believe in justice. Thank you for listening.”

Amanda rose, quivering from head to foot, her confidence finally shaken. “Meredith was my friend, and it is impossible that I could have wanted revenge against such a kind person. I do not know Rudy at all, and all that has been said about me here is pure fantasy.” She protested against the “mask of an assassin that has been burned onto my face.”

The trial adjourned on the morning of December 4. Lawyers and spectators were told to expect a verdict by the next day at the latest. For the first time in the trial, the jurors would not be allowed to go home for dinner until they had finished deliberating. The jurors and the two judges who had been their guides in law for eleven months and who would guide their deliberations and later pen a four-hundred-page document explaining the verdict as well, retired to a room within the bowels of the Tribunale (courthouse) to decide the students’ guilt or innocence.

At nine in the evening, BlackBerrys and iPhones lit up. The court had reached a verdict, and would deliver it without delay, precisely at mezzanotte, midnight. It was a wet, chilly night, and fog snaked through the dark cobbled streets as on a horror-movie set, but the revolving yellow star of a Christmas Ferris wheel perched at one end of the hilltop gave the evening a festive glint. By ten-thirty, a crowd was already mobbing the doors of the Tribunale. Security, which had been present in the form of two languid guards sitting at a table near the entrance throughout the trial itself, seemed to have evaporated. Townspeople, students, all the followers of this salacious crime story who had stayed up late and ventured out in the midnight fog for its denouement, crushed against one another, crowding the door, shoving and cursing. Lawyers, family, press fought their way through the mob to the front door, where a clerk could be seen trying to hold back the crowd.

Finally the doors opened, and the mob surged inward and clattered down the stairs. The courtroom looked the same as it had for the past year, peeling madonnas on the walls lit with fluorescent lights. But there was an unusual spareness to it. The spectators’ chairs had been removed. Everyone would stand.

Edda wore a scoop-necked little black dress and makeup, looking ready for a Christmas party. Her second husband, Chris Mellas, stood to one side of her, looking grim, and, on the other, Amanda’s younger sister, Deanna Knox. Amanda’s father, Curt, and his second wife, Cassandra, stood beside them. Curt’s two younger daughters were too young to be allowed inside the courtroom, so they were stationed in the anteroom, through which their big half sister and her onetime boyfriend were delivered by guards to their fates.

The jurors filed in. In the same small, uninflected voice he’d used all year, the judge began reading the verdict. Condanna. Condanna. Guilty. Only when Raffaele’s relatives began to sob did the Knox family understand that their daughter had been convicted.

The reading of the verdict was over in a matter of minutes. Amanda Knox was led back past the little sisters who had been positioned to greet her in freedom. Instead, her sobbing and shrieks of “No! No! No!” echoed long after the doors had slammed shut behind her.

Meredith Kercher’s mother, Arline, stood still amid the commotion and fixed a long glare on Edda Mellas from across the room.

CNN and the other American networks interrupted programming to bring the news live to viewers back in the United States, where it was approaching dinnertime.

In the fog, back up at street level, Curt Knox clung to his teary-eyed younger daughters’ hands and marched them defiantly into a scrum of backward-walking photographers and television camera lights. The gaggle moved as a group across the long piazza to the luxury Hotel Brufani Palace.

Lawyers drifted out of the Tribunale doors toward waiting cars, lighting cigarettes and dropping quotes to the media pack en route. Within a few hours, U.S. Senator from Washington Maria Cantwell had issued a press release condemning the verdict and calling upon Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and the U.S. State Department to take a closer look. The Italian press treated the mere mention of Clinton’s name as a sign that the American secretary of state was on her way to Italy to spring Amanda Knox, providing the Italian talk shows with hours of material on Yankee heavy-handedness. Clinton refused to comment.

Not much later, Donald Trump urged a boycott of Italy.
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1
CRONACA NERA


As I began studying postwar Italian history it became obvious that surrounding any crime or political event, there are always confusion, suspicion, and “the bacillus of secrecy.” So much so that dietrologia has become sort of a national pastime.

—Tobias Jones, The Dark Heart of Italy



IN ITALY, THEY CALL NEWS of incidents like the Meredith Kercher murder cronaca nera.

A black chronicle.

Murder is common enough in Italy—the Mafia commits hundreds, common criminals and domestic violence have carried off thousands more. But a cronaca nera possesses an element of the macabre, diabolical, or obscene that journalists instantly recognize. The annals include murderous mothers; cold, calculating killer boyfriends; scorned women annihilating errant men; female rivals killing each other; and maybe best of all, the eyes-wide-shut bloody rites of deviant cults. If the murderer is especially prolific, he (all have been male so far) becomes a “Monster.” In recent years, Italy has had a Monster of Florence, a Monster of Foligno, a Monster of Genoa.

Death distinguishes a cronaca nera from the relatively lighter but equally popular Italian newsprint fare involving rare sexual tastes—pedophilia, DIY prostitution rings involving housewives and children, or the surprisingly common and blackmail-able preference among some ranking politicians and denizens of the Vatican for Brazilian butt-implanted transvestites. Cronache nere are so popular in Italian newspapers and on television that they have their own page or segment, like soccer, the weather, and business news.

Most black chronicles remain within the Appennine peninsula, but this particular black chronicle, the “caso Meredeet” (as the Italians said, “Meredith case”), had it all, every single lurid element, whereas most black chronicles only have one at best. It went global faster than tiramisù in the 1980s, faster than pricy super-Tuscans before the crash.

Almost everyone in the world with access to television or the Internet has heard of one of the alleged murderers, Amanda Knox. People around the world have seen her on CNN—often smiling, sometimes perplexed, peering anxiously from behind iron bars, rarely collapsing in tears. Hers is a pretty face, one of those faces made more, not less, beautiful by the camera, and it is mostly speechless. Her parents, friends, and lawyers speak for her. Millions of Americans watched her extended family on The Oprah Winfrey Show or caught her mother, Edda Mellas, in tears, opining “This case is crap” on one of the national television networks.

The face, placed next to the depraved crime, is one element that makes the story intriguing. The mass media cliché machine went into fifth gear when she was arrested in November 2007, churning out descriptions. She was “angel-faced” or “fresh-faced,” the eerily smiling “soap-and-water” girl who went mad one night—moved by psychopathy or erotic mania of the sort that afflicts nymphomaniacal cheerleaders in Hollywood slasher films or under the morality-frying influence of drugs and alcohol—and stabbed her pretty, young British roommate to death with the help of two young men, who were so besotted with her that she was able to manipulate them into committing rape and murder.

In the course of a gioco erotico. A sex game.

The story came to resemble a fairy tale about things that happen to bad girls and to good girls. It had strains of Franz Kafka and the Malleus Maleficarum, an Inquisition-era witch-hunting guide. It resonated with the churning fear of parents whose children are far away; of young women in houses alone after dark; of older women remembering their own ill-spent youths, their own date rapes and other regrettable incidents after midnight. The story titillated men habituated by Internet porn to the real possibilities of group sex and the slithery catfight. It was and is drenched in local superstition, misogyny, mistranslation, and deliberate misinformation, magnified and distorted by the mass media, monetized by lawyers and filmmakers, and analyzed in scholarly papers. The worst inclinations, prejudices, and stereotypes of three different cultures—American, British, and Italian—are knotted up in it. It’s been spun into an Internet spiderweb by a band of bloggers who have microanalyzed every element and threatened one another to the point of involving lawsuits and police. Aficionados and armchair CSI experts have been known to spend hours, days, weeks debating the facts and suppositions.

In Perugia, the medieval hill town in Umbria where Meredith Kercher was murdered and where Amanda Knox was tried and convicted and sentenced to spend twenty-six years in prison, even before the guilty verdict on the cinematically foggy midnight of December 4, 2009, it was almost impossible to find a person who would consider the possibility that the narrative of the crime, which they had been reading about and discussing since the fall of 2007, might not be the truth. “It was a game, un gioco, that got out of hand,” Perugians would say, or “She’s an American college girl, and those girls can be very mean, very competitive.” Or “she’s witchy.” Or, especially, “She’s a white American, and white American girls always blame the black guy.”

The Italian, British, and American reporters who covered the case from day one, the ones presumably holding all the information the various lawyers revealed in bits and chunks of comment and digital document over the course of the past three years, from Amanda Knox’s prison diary to the actual videotape of police working at the blood-spattered crime scene, were a little less sure. Having sat through the trial and heard the evidence that the prosecutors presented to judge and jury, they were not sure that Amanda Knox had personally wielded the knife that killed Meredith Kercher. In fact, neither was the jury, which decided that Amanda Knox and her boyfriend, Raffaele Sollecito, were guilty of aiding the main perpetrator, “the author of the evil”—as the judge wrote in the document explaining the students’ convictions—Rudy Guede, the African-Italian man whose prints were on the walls of the dead girl’s room, inside the dead girl’s purse, and whose DNA was on her clothes and inside the dead girl’s vagina.

But, they reasoned, Amanda Knox still deserved to spend twenty-six years in jail for following sadosexual urges to their utmost degree of depravity, by spontaneously and without premeditation helping Rudy rape and then kill her roommate.

There are many “facts” and voluminous “evidence” in the complicated story of this crime. The problem is that many reported facts are actually bits of rumor or unverified statements by lawyers, by police, by journalists, and all are subject to debate. The only indisputable truths are these: On the morning of November 2, 2007, in the presence of a police officer, a strong young man kicked down a locked door in a house perched on a ravine at the edge of Perugia’s city center. Besides the man and a cop, there were three young women and two men inside the stone cottage. Two of these people would ultimately be convicted of murder.

On the floor, inside the tiny locked room, they found the dead body of Meredith Kercher, twenty-two, a foreign exchange student from the University of Leeds, the fourth and youngest child of John and Arline Kercher of suburban London. Her long brown hair was stuck with dried blood to a gaping stab wound on the left side of her neck. Her eyes were open. She was covered with a duvet that, when removed, revealed that she was naked from the waist down, her shirt pulled up to her neck. A pillow had been placed under her hips, directing her pelvis upward, a leg splayed outward. Blood splattered the wall near where she lay and smeared the floor, as though she had been dragged or rolled a few feet through her own blood.

Those are the facts, and they are almost the only facts that no one disagrees about. Almost everything else—from the number and nature of her wounds, to when she died and when her roommate called the police, to who saw the body and the wound and when, to what people said about the body and when they said it, to the exact size and ownership and placement and substance of the shoe prints and the bare footprints and fingerprints in the house, to the DNA traces on walls, knife, toilets, and clothing, to the bloodstains and possible semen on Meredith’s pillowcase, to exactly where she last used her cell phone—has been endlessly debated, both inside the courtroom and outside, around the world.

THE FACT THAT MEREDITH Kercher was found nude from the waist down, with DNA inside her vagina belonging to a man she was not known to have had a sexual relationship with, immediately suggested to the police and prosecutor that she was also a victim of a male sexual assault, but medical experts never conclusively determined that the DNA arrived there against her will. There was no sperm inside her, just the skin cells of a young man named Rudy Guede, a break-in artist and sleepwalker who turned into a dog or a professor or a businessman in the middle of the night, who had a habit of waking up in the dark to find himself out of bed and walking miles from home. Rudy Guede has insisted that she wanted him there, and there wasn’t enough bruising on her labia and thighs to prove forcible sex. If she was raped, according to the European Council, she was among the one in five European females between the ages of two months and ninety years old who are victims of a sexual assault at some point in their lives.

Ninety-eight percent of their aggressors are male.

To meet one of the 2 percent that are female is a rare thing indeed. To meet one who is beautiful, in a city and a nation renowned for all that Western civilization deems fine, is rarer still.
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SLAVE


The fact that woman is the predominant character of Italian life, even if not the most conspicuous, can be read in many small signs. Almost as many popular songs are dedicated every year to La Mamma as to voluptuous hussies or romantic beauties. “Mamma mia!” is the most common exclamation. What other people call for their mother in time of stress or danger?

—Luigi Barzini



November 2, 2007

AT AROUND 10 A.M. ON November 2, 2007, a strange cell phone in her garden disturbed the otherwise leisurely morning of Signora Elisabetta Lana Biscarini. The Biscarinis are people of wealth, and their property is well shielded from unexpected intrusions. The three-story yellow brick villa is perched on a steep incline outside the northern wall of Perugia, surrounded by an impenetrable brick wall with a tall electric steel gate. Thornbushes line the wall on all sides, and graceful cypresses sway in the breeze, surrounding and further shielding the villa. In the distance, on three sides, are the serene violet Umbrian hills, familiar the world over as the backdrop of some of the greatest Renaissance paintings.

Beyond the gate, the Biscarinis’ short driveway enters the via Sperandio, a ring road that hugs the city wall and swoops steeply down toward the verdant Tiber Valley flatland and Perugia’s shabbier sister village of Ponte Rio, on the banks of the Tiber River, here shallower and muddier than it becomes farther south in Rome.

The Biscarini villa is isolated. No one would think of strolling past it on via Sperandio, because drivers are speeding and there is no sidewalk or even shoulder. To the north and east lies savage, brambly, untamed ground, too steep for olives or grapes or hiking. But across the road lies the ancient wall of the city and, beneath it, a large, scruffy, needle-filled city park, a haunt of Perugian junkies.

On the morning of November 2, La Signora, her two teenage children, and their maid were slightly on edge because of an unsettling incident the night before. An anonymous caller had phoned at around 10 P.M. and warned them that there was a bomb in their toilet. Wealthy Italians take such calls seriously, and the Biscarinis alerted police. The Biscarinis had a special reason to obsess over security: thieves had broken into their villa at least three times in the preceding decade.

Police investigated and assured the family that the anonymous caller had been a mere prankster, perhaps motivated by the mischievous spirit of Halloween.

Coming within twelve hours of that threat, the discovery of a strange cell phone in the garden frightened La Signora. She called the police emergency number and was connected to an Italian police agency known as the Postal Police. The Postal Police handle Internet crime, mostly pedophilia, financial crime, and online frauds and scams. It is their duty to know and understand electronic gadgetry, computer software, mobile phones. Their symbol is a winged @. The Postal Police told Signora Biscarini to bring the mystery mobile phone down to their office, a fifteen- or twenty-minute drive away on the flats below the medieval city.

Signora Biscarini got into the family car, clicked open the gate, and steered out onto via Sperandio. It was approximately 10:30 in the morning. The clocks had been turned back an hour for fall a few days prior, and people were still not used to the extra hour, so it still felt later than it actually was. Traffic was lighter than normal, as usual for a Friday after Thursday’s national holiday, All Souls’ Day. Most Italians were “making the bridge”—that is, extending their holiday, taking an unofficial day off to make a four-day weekend of it.

At two minutes to eleven, Signora Biscarini turned the mystery cell phone over to the police, who logged it and asked her to wait. Half an hour later, the police had identified the owner of the Italian SIM card—the phone’s chip—as a woman named Filomena Romanelli. Signora Biscarini knew no one of that name, and she left the phone with the Postal Police.

Just as she was driving off to do some morning errands, her daughter, Fiametta, called to say that another mystery cell phone was ringing in the garden. Signora Biscarini told her daughter to meet her, and together they brought the second phone to the Postal Police headquarters, where it was logged in at 12:46. At 1:00 P.M., the police determined that the second cell phone was British and registered to a British citizen named Meredith Kercher. Romanelli and Kercher, according to the phone records, both lived at 7 via della Pergola, just a half mile up the road, even closer as the crow flies directly across the wild hillside from the Biscarini villa.

Postal Police officer Michele Battistelli was dispatched to return the phones to their rightful owners.

Unlike other Italian police officers, Officer Battistelli and his partner in the winged @ brigade didn’t have timing devices inside their vehicles. Their duties generally kept them at their desks and required knowledge not of road maps but of computers. On the morning of November 2, the Postal Police officers also had no GPS device in their car, and they had a hard time finding 7 via della Pergola.

Via della Pergola or via Sant’Angelo, a road with either name depending on the map, is a main artery just outside Perugia’s city walls. Via Sant’Angelo runs a curving line uphill to a mysterious temple, consecrated as a church in the sixth century but built on the foundation of a round Roman temple, with basins for sacrificial blood or ritual ablutions still in place on the floor and twelfth-century Madonna frescoes on the walls. Until recently, the neighborhood it traversed was known as the Borgo Sant’Angelo, “whose people were always considered the wickedest and most desperate in the city,” according to an eighteenth-century English travel writer. Like via Sperandio, into which it leads, via della Pergola is now a blacktop without sidewalks, a road designed for impatient drivers finally putting the pedal to the metal after inching through the narrow medieval lanes of the city.

Officer Battistelli eventually located 7 via della Pergola after parking his car, walking down a hill, and crossing the road on foot. The house was gray stone with a red-tiled roof, two stories high, set below the street and just a minute’s walk from the Etruscan arch, one of the landmark gates of the city, an ancient engineering feat of massive stone blocks, cut and laid by the slave-owning, pleasure-loving Etruscan founders of what they called Perusia. The stone house was perched on the upper edge of a wilderness ravine, and the walled Biscarini villa far below was barely visible. Like all houses built on hills, the upper half of it is above ground, the lower half embedded into the earth. The north-facing windows have fantastic views of the glorious Umbrian campagna; the south-facing half fronts the busy street and looks out on a charmless but much-used concrete parking lot with an automatic ticket-spewing machine, an electric gate, a shadowy underground level, and a video camera, built just beneath the city walls.

A short, gnarled cachi tree heavy with ripe globes of orange persimmon fruit tilted over some stone steps leading down to a door on the first floor. That afternoon, the absorbing gray of the sky and foggy, bone-chilling humidity muted those spots of color and that of the fading red-and-yellow foliage on the hillsides in the distance beyond the ravine.

Walking down the driveway to the house, Battistelli saw an attractive young couple standing together near the gravel driveway. The girl had on a white skirt and hiking boots; shanks of straight dark blond hair framed her wide cheekbones, small nose, heart-shaped face, clear blue eyes. She was very pretty but looked startled, troubled. The boy, Battistelli immediately pegged as coming from money. He sported class symbols known to all Italians: yellow cashmere scarf knotted around his neck, rimless glasses, high cheekbones, expensive jacket, pale hair and eyes. And he had his arm around a blonde. Battistelli identified himself. The officer would say later that the young people seemed shifty and surprised to see him.

In some tellings of the story, Battistelli also encountered them holding a mop and bucket, but police never brought the cleaning tools into the trial as evidence. They were an important part of the story told before the trial, the essential but extralegal narrative that would help convict the students.

The boy was Italian, and he did the talking. He explained that his girlfriend, an American student, lived in the house with three female roommates. He said she had returned home in the morning to find the door unlocked. One bedroom appeared to have been broken into—Officer Battistelli could see the broken window above them as they spoke—but, the boy said, nothing appeared to be missing, even though everything was in disarray. No one else was home, but one of the roommates’ doors was locked, and they had been trying to phone her all morning.

Battistelli walked inside. The hallway was tiny. The Italian boy showed him the locked door and another room in disarray. Did the roommate normally lock her door? Battistelli asked. The American said something he couldn’t understand, and the Italian boy said, yes, she locked it regularly when she took a shower.

As they talked, another group of young people showed up, two boys and two girls. One of the girls, a thin, pretty, finely dressed young woman with long brown hair, was in a state of panic. The room with the broken window was hers, said Filomena Romanelli. She was also the owner on record of one of the missing phones—but she explained that she had given the phone to her roommate, Meredith Kercher.

Now the officer understood that both the mystery phones belonged to this same Meredith, whose door was locked and whose failure to appear during the morning now seemed more worrisome than before.

As Battistelli stood by, Filomena Romanelli fluttered past him into her room and walked around it, nervously moving objects around, checking for missing belongings. She was shaking with the sense of violation: someone had emptied her closets, strewn clothes around on the floor, moved shopping bags, even thrown her laptop on the floor. But her jewelry was still intact in tiny velvet bags and little boxes, all the gold bracelets and necklaces and earrings safe.

Attention turned again to the locked door. The pale boy with the glasses said he had already tried to break it down, with no luck. Battistelli was reluctant to damage property. It was not clear to him that a crime had even occurred. Romanelli had said that nothing was missing. He was not authorized, as an inspector of phones and Internet crime, to wreck a door in the process of an unauthorized investigation. The state of alarm was growing, though. Filomena Romanelli stated that, contrary to what Battistelli thought the American girl had said, Meredith never locked her door. He later said he found this contradiction strange.

Luca Altieri, a friend of Romanelli’s boyfriend, who had arrived on the scene with him, agreed to break down the door. Luca was a big young man. Six hard kicks and a shoulder, he estimated later, broke it down. Those looking on from the corridor registered the scene inside the little room in different ways. Some recalled only the disorder; others, a bare foot sticking out of the blanket on the ground; still others, the smears of blood on the wall, and the white bedsheet and the ghastly puddle of red pooling in the back of the room.

“Un piede! Sangue!” Someone shouted. A foot. Blood.

The boys grabbed their girls and backed out, crashing together in the tiny hallway, gasping for air once outside. Filomena’s boyfriend, Marco Zaroli, stayed behind long enough to see Officer Battistelli, wearing Adidas sneakers, walk into the tiny bloody room, squat down, and lift the bloodstained blanket. Battistelli would later say he never looked at the body.

Marco suddenly felt sick and fled outside to be strong for his hysterical girlfriend.

Marco did not see what Officer Battistelli later claimed he never saw. It was a sight no member of the Italian Postal Police is really trained for: a pretty girl’s face smeared with blood, her long hair sticky with blood, eyes wide open, glassy and dull, like a hooked fish’s eyes, drained of the life that had exited, obviously, through a deep, still foaming gash on her neck. Sgozzata, Battistelli would later say, as would all the others—police, lawyers, Italian kids. Sgozzata: an Italian farmyard word meaning slaughtered with a knife to the neck, butchered like meat.

Alerted by the police activity, the local press was on the scene within the hour. Photographers gathered across the street and massed on the broad, curving stone steps high above the murder house, above the picturesque spray of pinkish terra-cotta roofs of the houses spilling onto one another down the hill toward the columned bulk of the University for Foreigners and the Piazza Grimana. The national newspaper Il Messaggero’s local photographer with his long lens captured the first pictures—click, click, click—of Amanda and her boyfriend, the pale boy named Raffaele Sollecito, sitting apart from each other on the backseat of Luca Altieri’s car, headed to the police station. Raffaele, closest to the camera, is white and slack-jawed, practically walleyed, looking sick. Amanda stares straight ahead, poised and grim.

“See that,” said the photographer, showing off his prize catch two years later, jabbing his finger at the digital image on his laptop. “See that? It’s in his face, you can see it. He makes the perfect slave.”

Schiavo. It’s Italian for “slave” and the root of the all-purpose greeting Ciao. Ciao-ciao, Italians say, bye-bye, I am your slave. In macho Italy, to call a man a woman’s slave is a serious charge, a low insult indeed.

ON THE RIDE TO the questura, the police headquarters, a modern turquoise-and-sand-colored complex at the bottom of the Perugia hill usually surrounded by lines of Africans, Albanians, South Americans, and Arabs seeking to legalize their immigrant status, Raffaele, from the backseat, asked Luca Altieri if he knew how Meredith had died. “I told him her throat was slit. Sgozzata,” Luca later testified. “And he asked, ‘With a knife?’ and I didn’t answer, I just looked at him like he was an idiot. And after I did that, Amanda started crying.”
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SEATTLE


A happy person is such an unaccustomed and holy creature in this sad world!

—Nathaniel Hawthorne



THERE IS THE SEATTLE EVERYONE knows: the Space Needle and Pike Place Market selling organic purple potatoes and line-caught smoked salmon, where boys with orange Mohawks brew organic free-trade coffee, where at Danny’s Wonder Freeze you can get a tofu hot dog. At the Seattle Art Museum, you could have attended an exhibit in 2010 celebrating Kurt Cobain linked with an Andy Warhol retrospective, the whole thing called “Kurt & Warhol love fear pleasure lust pain glamour death.”

Is life hard here? Not by comparison to Darfur or Kandahar, but there is discontent in some quarters. Boredom. Not enough money in the world to relieve it. Kids loiter, smoke, and panhandle on downtown streets in plaid lumberjack jackets, nose rings, and stocking caps, the uniform of the disaffected white lower-middle-class, young American, whose life choices on a very bad day may be reduced to two: go gun like Tim McVeigh and the Columbine boys or go Emo. Kurt, of course, found a way to do both without hurting anyone but himself.

The Pike Place Market. After two-and-a-half years in an Italian prison, convicted of murder and with her once rosy future reduced to a twenty-six-year prison term, Amanda Knox wrote a letter from her Umbrian prison cell remembering the market, the city buses, and her attitude toward smiles:


I have to say I never realized how much it [Seattle] is a part of me, until it was forcibly taken away from me. I think of the public market, which, on good days is buzzing with colors, smells and somewhat chaotic life. I feel like I look at everything that way, as if everything is colorful and interesting and the best things are tucked into nooks that overlap each other, or else are calling out, singing into the street. If anything could be called a “haunt” of mine, it would have to be the public market. I hope you were able to weave through the tunnels, get lost, as I myself have done many times (I have a horrible memory and sense of direction if only because, in looking, I see and then move on to the next thing to see without so much as cataloguing it as being imprinted by its profile and my intuitive feelings about it). Another “haunt” is the public buses. A game I used to like to play was to see if I could make someone smile on the bus. Everyone who rides the bus usually has something on their mind and reflects with such intensity. Sometimes I saw the saddest faces. I would often see someone sitting on their own in their own intense sphere, and I would try to make them smile, either by smiling at them, or by more directly plopping myself right next to them and asking them how they were doing. As weird as that may sound, I’ve always thought it worth it to see someone smile. I’m in love with smiles. I think they are the most attractive things about a person. I’m drawn to them and I’m drawn towards inviting people to make them.



Pike Place is across a few bridges and highways from the University of Washington. In the so-called U District, streets are festooned with purple-and-white Huskies logo banners silkscreened with pictures of the rainbow-colored student body—Chinese, Africans, white kids—on the soccer fields, goggled up in the labs. Models of health and ambition. Then there’s the Piece of Mind head shop on the U District’s main drag, shelves lined with elaborate glass bongs of nearly Venetian delicacy and design and a dizzying choice of rolling papers. Next door at Tokyo Garden, the house special is teriyaki corn dog.

A short walk from the U District main drag is Terry Hall, the nondescript five-story concrete bunker of a dorm where Amanda Knox and her white hippie posse first formed out of a group of eighteen-year-olds cut loose for the first time from parents and reduced to anonymity and ID numbers within the massive state school system.

The streets around the U district are packed with yoga studios—they are at least as ubiquitous as Seattle’s great gift to the world, Starbucks, on the streets of other major American cities. In between the yoga studios the spiritually and physically infirm can visit storefront cure clinics run by naturopaths and acupuncturists and reiki and go practitioners. “DON’T BOTOX, DETOX,” say the sandwich boards outside the offices where you can get a colon cleanse and a shiatsu treatment, maybe in the same room. On one block, there are East West Bookshop, gluten-free pizza, and cars with bumper stickers that say “ANTIHERO” and “VEGAN” and “MY OTHER CAR IS A BROOM.”

A few miles away, in the industrial valley between Seattle and the Sound, under the West Seattle Bridge, at night the lights strung around the giant cement tanks look like Christmastime year round. Backlit white smoke billows dramatically against the night sky. One must cross this hazy, twinkling pit to get to West Seattle, the home of Seattle’s true multiculture, working-class whites and Mexicans and blacks and Samoans—lots of Samoans, including the one made famous for having an affair with his pretty blond schoolteacher Mary Kay Letourneau when he was twelve years old, an affair that produced news and kids and ended in jail terms and then a happily-ever-after marriage.

Brown, black, yellow, and white. In West Seattle this rainbow slice of Americans lives in tiny wood houses, shops at Safeway, and gets quick cash from the Payday Loans outpost across the street from one of the great western nondenominational churches that make newborn Christians out of disaffected downsized divorced and spiritually hungry millennial Americans.

Arbor Heights, the part of West Seattle where Amanda Knox grew up, is not actually at any sort of “height” at all. It is mostly flat and not arboreal
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