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‘A gripping read: a balanced, detailed account that allows the reader to respond to the central question; did they or didn’t they? . . . It’s hard to imagine there will be a better book on the subject.’

Tobias Jones, Observer

‘An excellent account of the tragedy and the very Italian drama that followed.’

Stephen Robinson, Sunday Times – a Sunday Times ‘Must Read’

‘In a case as familiar as this has become, it is surprising to go over it from the start . . . (DEATH IN PERUGIA) does a good job of reminding us that amid the reams of print and reel are human lives; some innocent and some guilty, but all irreparably disfigured by this horribly sad story.’

Ed Cumming, Daily Telegraph

‘I’ve been absorbed all week by . . . the enthralling, soon to be best seller, I’m sure, DEATH IN PERUGIA.’

Paul Holmes, The New Zealand Herald

‘A careful, factual account of the case from the very beginning, complete with exhaustive interviews with key players, assiduous explanation of the complex details of the case, and a good understanding of the Italian judicial process.’

Gillian Lord, The Canberra Times

‘I was very much in the grip of this book. For two days I didn’t switch on the TV . . . Who killed Meredith? Who covered her with a quilt? Why steal her phones? Why lock her in her bedroom? Follain’s account will trouble you for days.’

William Leith, Evening Standard
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Sources

My research for Death in Perugia began on the day the murder of Meredith Kercher was discovered, when The Sunday Times sent me to cover the case. It was a trip that was to be repeated many times over the next four years.

I have done my best to give a voice to as many of those involved as possible, with the help of both case files and author interviews, and with the aim of writing an objective, chronological account. The book is based on the 10,000-page files of the prosecutors’ investigation, which include photographs and films of the crime scene; autopsy and forensic police reports; transcripts of witness statements; interrogations of suspects; and of Amanda Knox’s taped meetings with her family in prison. The files also contain her diaries, which were seized at the time of her arrest and later from her prison cell. I drew on a complete set of the verbatim transcripts of the first, eleven-month trial of Amanda Knox and Raffaele Sollecito, much of which I attended; I also attended the appeal trial that followed.

The book is also based on dozens of in-depth author interviews with prosecutors, police detectives, lawyers for Amanda, Raffaele and Rudy, forensic pathologists and other expert consultants, among others. Arline, Stephanie and Lyle Kercher gave me an interview in Perugia after the verdict of the appeal court. Amanda’s parents, Edda Mellas and Curt Knox, and her sister Deanna, granted me a lengthy interview in Seattle – their first with a non-American journalist. I also interviewed her stepfather Chris Mellas in Perugia. I met Amanda briefly during one of two visits I made to the Capanne prison outside Perugia where I also spoke to prison officials, guards, the prison chaplain and Amanda’s fellow inmates. I was also allowed access to the scene of the crime, inside the cottage where Meredith and Amanda lived.

Meredith’s close friend Sophie Purton – the last friend to see her alive – gave me an exclusive six-hour interview at her home, and has patiently answered more questions since. Amy Frost, another close friend also speaking for the first time, answered questions by email. I have also drawn on articles written by John Kercher in several British newspapers including The Sunday Times.

The dialogues in the book are as recorded in official transcripts, or as recalled by one or more speakers in witness statements and author interviews.
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Principal Characters

The Investigators

Giuliano Mignini, prosecutor

Manuela Comodi, prosecutor

Detective Superintendent Monica Napoleoni, head of the Homicide Squad

Chief Detective Inspector Rita Ficarra, Homicide Squad

Deputy Chief of Police Giacinto Profazio, head of the Flying Squad

Chief Superintendent Marco Chiacchiera, deputy head of the Flying Squad

Chief Detective Inspector Michele Battistelli, postal police

Meredith Kercher

Arline and John Kercher, Meredith’s parents

Stephanie, Lyle and John Kercher, Meredith’s sister and brothers

Giacomo Silenzi, Meredith’s boyfriend

Sophie Purton, Robyn Butterworth and Amy Frost, Meredith’s friends

Francesco Maresca and Serena Perna, the Kercher family’s lawyers

Amanda Knox

Edda Mellas and Curt Knox, Amanda’s parents

Chris Mellas, Amanda’s stepfather

Carlo Dalla Vedova and Luciano Ghirga, Amanda’s lawyers

Diya ‘Patrick’ Lumumba, bar-owner and Amanda’s employer

Father Saulo Scarabattoli, prison chaplain

Raaele Sollecito

Giulia Bongiorno, Marco Brusco and Luca Maori, Raffaele’s lawyers

Rudy Guede

Giacomo Benedetti, Rudy’s friend

Witnesses

Filomena Romanelli and Laura Mezzetti, Meredith’s flatmates

Paola Grande, Filomena’s friend

Nara Capezzali, retired neighbour

Hekuran Kokomani, Albanian farmhand

Antonio Curatolo, tramp

Expert witnesses

Luca Lalli, forensic pathologist

Patrizia Stefanoni, biologist, Rome forensic police


Prologue

2 November 2007 – Festa dei Morti (Feast of the Dead)

Ever since the Middle Ages, the people of Perugia have flocked to the yearly Fiera dei Morti (Fair of the Dead), a sprawling festival of market stalls loaded with local specialities and arts and crafts. In a traditional tribute to the departed, many of the stalls sell stinchetti dei morti, biscuits shaped liked bones, and the torcolo, a ring-shaped cake dedicated to St Costantius, one of the city’s patron saints, who was decapitated by barbarian invaders.

On a sunny but freezing Friday lunchtime Monica Napoleoni, the dark-haired chief of Perugia’s Homicide Squad, had just detained some Romanian pickpockets at the fair when the operations room called her mobile.

‘The body of a young woman’s been found. Suspicious death,’ the duty officer told her. ‘Number 7, Via della Pergola.’

A Detective Superintendent, Napoleoni had turned forty-four the previous day and cut an unusual figure in the Italian police force, not only because of the rank she’d achieved in spite of her sex, but also the strikingly feminine way she dressed, as if set on defying any macho colleagues. She liked to wear her silver, shield-shaped police badge as a pendant on a chain around her neck, and occasionally tucked her semi-automatic ordnance pistol into a Louis Vuitton handbag.

She set off immediately in an olive-green Alfa Romeo, her colleague, Inspector Stefano Buratti, beside her. They already knew the part of the city they were headed for. While tourists flocked to the town centre, with its mix of medieval and Renaissance homes and picturesque cobbled streets, this house was just to the north-east of the ancient city walls. It was very close to the University for Foreigners, in a neighbourhood popular with both students and the North African drug dealers who were forever trying to attract their attention.

Number 7, Via della Pergola was a whitewashed cottage with a tiled roof and green wooden shutters, perched on the hillside by a bend in the road winding above a valley. Behind it unfolded a landscape of rolling hills, olive groves, vines and cypress trees typical of the region of Umbria. Napoleoni drove through the open black gate and parked in an unkempt drive of gravel and patchy grass.

Napoleoni noticed a young couple who looked like students standing only a few feet away from the cottage – an attractive blonde girl in a long white skirt and a boy with glasses and a bright yellow scarf – who were hugging and smothering each other with kisses. It was odd.

‘How can they do that with a dead girl inside?’ she thought to herself. ‘Maybe things aren’t as bad as that then.’

A police officer came to brief Napoleoni. He had been sent to the cottage after a woman living 400 yards away reported finding two mobile phones lying on the ground in her garden. The phones had been traced to a British student, Meredith Kercher, who lived in the flat on the first floor. The young couple Napoleoni had just seen kissing each other had shown him a broken window, saying there must have been a burglary. Once inside, he found the door to Meredith Kercher’s room was locked, and could hear no sound from inside. When the door was kicked down, he said, the body of a young woman had been found lying on the floor in a pool of blood. He couldn’t tell who the victim was.

Preparing to go inside, Napoleoni pulled on sterilised gloves and shoe covers – she always had some with her – and went into the tiny hallway, followed by her colleague Buratti and a woman doctor from the emergency services who had just arrived. Napoleoni went straight across the sitting room and turned left to get to the room with the broken window, which she was told belonged to a trainee lawyer called Filomena Romanelli.

Napoleoni looked around the room, trying as she always did at a crime scene to make a mental photograph of everything she saw. A jumble of clothes and oddments looked as though they had been thrown on the floor; a stone as big as a human head, partially wrapped in a paper bag, lay beside a chair – presumably it’d been used to break in. But several things weren’t quite right. Shards of broken glass from the window lay on top of the mess of clothes, not under it – as if someone had first made a mess in the room and then broken the window.

More shards were on the windowsill. But if the stone had been thrown from outside, she thought, the glass should have fallen to the floor. And a stone of that size would have shattered the shutters, which were ajar, before it ever hit the window, but they were undamaged. And why was the stone in a paper bag? Outside, the window was almost a dozen feet above the ground.

‘That’s strange. It looks as though someone’s done all this to make us think it’s a burglary,’ Napoleoni told Buratti.

They walked down the narrow corridor to Meredith Kercher’s room. Napoleoni took just one step inside and stopped abruptly. The walls, a cupboard and the undersheet of the unmade single bed were streaked and splashed with blood. There was more blood on the floor. A beige quilt covered the body, which was lying between the bed and the cupboard; a naked left foot poked out from under it close to the door, and at the opposite end of the quilt, between the small bedside table and the wall, Napoleoni could see a crown of dark hair matted with blood.

A pair of black knickers and a slightly bloodstained white bra lay close to the foot. On the bedside table lay a copy of Ian McEwan’s Enduring Love, a postcard of Perugia and a sealed envelope addressed to John Kercher.

The doctor from the emergency services bent down and slowly, delicately lifted the quilt. The girl lay on her back, her head in a pool of blood, her face turned towards the left, towards the window and the view beyond it; her brown eyes were open. She was naked save for two thin cotton tops that had been pulled up above her chest. There were splashes of blood on her breasts.

On the front and right side of her neck were what looked like two knife wounds; it was hard to tell because of the blood smearing her neck and face. On the left side of the neck was a bigger, gaping wound the shape and size of half an orange. Napoleoni had seen awful things in her time – a sixteen-year-old boy who’d committed suicide with a rifle, and babies playing with needles their parents had just used to inject themselves with heroin – but tears came to her eyes at the sight of what had been done to this young woman.

‘Mamma mia, she’s been butchered,’ she exclaimed softly. Her first impression was that it had been a sexual attack. But why was the body covered with a quilt? Since when did thieves – if it was a thief who had done this – undress a body and then cover it up again?

The eyes of the young woman were to haunt her for a long time to come. ‘It was as if she was looking at me,’ Napoleoni said later. ‘She looked terrified. She looked as if she had seen and understood everything she’d been through, from beginning to end.’

As delicately as she had lifted it, the doctor lowered the quilt back over the body.


Part 1

Path to Murder
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Surrounded by hills in the heart of Umbria, a region known as Italy’s ‘green lung’ for its unspoilt landscape, the beauty of Perugia has long attracted both tourists and students from overseas. The narrow, cobbled streets of the hilltop city, which lies roughly halfway between Rome and Florence, trace crooked paths through charming squares with ornate fountains, past austere palaces and frescoed churches. Far above the intricate maze of streets, and mostly invisible to the visitors strolling through them, terraces are draped with jasmine and wisteria.

Perugians are fiercely proud of their city – which since its foundation by Etruscans in the sixth century BC has been besieged, conquered and looted by ancient Romans, barbarians, Byzantines and most recently Austrians – but they are also notorious for being rather parochial. An Italian actor performing there for the first time was upset by the lukewarm applause of his audience and joked that it was because the locals saw nothing but hills day in, day out. ‘If only they could see the sea, or a flat horizon, they’d be more receptive to the world around them and have more open minds,’ he said.

At the city’s University for Foreigners, founded under the dictator Benito Mussolini to spread Italy’s language and culture abroad, no fewer than 350 different ethnic groups coexist peacefully, making Perugia the most cosmopolitan city of its size – it has a population of 160,000 – in Italy. But in recent years the city’s growing prosperity and its student population have attracted drug dealers who skulk in its dark alleys as they wait for customers. In 2007, twenty-five people died of a drug overdose in the province of Perugia, the highest number of such deaths in any Italian province.

A student in languages and politics, Meredith Kercher was at first torn between Milan and Perugia for her year’s study abroad. She worried that Perugia might be too small; so few of her friends had heard of the place. But in the end she chose Perugia, attracted by the city’s beauty, and she put her name down for the university’s Italian language course. She had first fallen in love with Italy as a child, when her parents John, a London-born freelance journalist, and Arline, who was from Lahore in India, took her there on family holidays. Meredith grew so fond of Italy she also went on school exchange trips as a teenager. She loved everything from the Italian way of life to the country’s art treasures and its food, especially pasta and pizza.

Almost a Christmas baby – she was born on 28 December 1985 in Southwark, London – Meredith was a pretty, cheerful and studious girl. Brought up in Coulsdon, Surrey, she had two brothers, Lyle and John, but she was closest of all to her sister Stephanie, three years her senior.

‘Mez [Meredith’s nickname] and I were friends as well as sisters,’ Stephanie recalled. They had the same sense of humour and used to charge around the house singing, dancing and laughing for all they were worth. When they were little, the girls went to ballet and gym classes together. Later on, Meredith played football and when she was seventeen she took a year’s karate lessons, reaching her third belt.

Meredith’s parents divorced when she was eleven. The two girls stayed with their mother but Meredith talked to her father on the phone almost every day, going to see him at his home in London once or twice a week. She won a scholarship to the Old Palace School, an independent private school for girls in Croydon. Gifted in languages, she took Latin and French for her A-levels and went on to study European politics and Italian at Leeds University, which often sent students for a year abroad as part of their course through Erasmus, the European student exchange programme. Her heart was set on Italy. Meredith loved reading, and wrote poems and stories. She had no definite career plans – she thought of becoming a teacher, or a journalist like her father, or using her languages at the European Parliament in the French city of Strasbourg.

In the summer of 2007, Meredith won a university grant worth some £2,600 towards her year abroad and worked for three months as a guide on tourist buses in London to raise more money for it. She was excited about the course, which started with a month of intensive Italian, after which she would study both Italian and European politics. However, Meredith’s plans were almost ruined when she was mistakenly enrolled on a course which had no year abroad. Meredith didn’t give up and helped to resolve the problem. ‘She fought so hard to come to Perugia,’ Stephanie said later.

Meredith hated leaving her sixty-one-year-old mother Arline. But she left England in high spirits, promising Stephanie that after her year in Italy they would travel around the country together.

‘We laughed about making sure she would have lots of Italian friends for us to stay with,’ Stephanie remembered.

Late that August, a twenty-one-year-old Meredith arrived in Perugia and went first to a hotel near the majestic Cathedral of St Lawrence, where the most highly worshipped relic is an agate ring which according to legend was slipped on to the Virgin Mary’s finger at her wedding. One evening, a couple of days later, Meredith went out for a pizza in a restaurant behind the cathedral with two new friends, Sophie Purton and Amy Frost, who had also just arrived in Perugia as exchange students. Like Meredith, Amy was studying languages at Leeds University, and the two had emailed each other a few weeks earlier and arranged to meet in Perugia.

Sophie, who was studying chemistry and Italian at Bristol University, met Meredith for the first time that evening. Sophie usually found meeting new people difficult and was a year and a half younger than Meredith, but she immediately felt comfortable with her. She found Meredith fun, bubbly and quick witted; it was as if she’d known her for years.

Over their pizzas, the three students talked about their families. Meredith’s parents, like Sophie’s, were divorced, but Sophie’s had separated when she was only six years old. Meredith talked about her sick mother, and how close she was to her sister Stephanie. When Sophie fondly praised her teenage brother Joe and pulled out a picture of him, Meredith and Amy burst out laughing. ‘You’re just like a proud mum!’ Meredith joked.

Soon after her arrival, Meredith saw a note on a university student noticeboard about a room for rent in a nearby cottage. She called the mobile phone number and went to see the cottage as quickly as she could.

Filomena Romanelli, a lively, fast-talking blonde, and Laura Mezzetti, a keen guitar player, both in their late twenties, were old friends and worked as trainee lawyers. They made Meredith feel very welcome in their home. Although it was only a two-minute walk from the university and the old Etruscan Arch, along a steep street leading to the city centre, the cottage felt as if it was in the middle of the countryside. An old farmhouse, it used to belong to a man known simply as ‘the market gardener’ in the neighbourhood because he grew fruit and vegetables on its sloping land. The current owner, an elderly banker who lived in Rome, had fully renovated it a decade earlier and divided it into two flats.

Olive, fig, pear, cherry, chestnut and magnolia trees grew in the sloping, unfenced garden, which fell steeply away from the cottage down the hillside, stretching a fair distance down into the valley. Filomena had once walked around it trying to find out how big it was but had given up because the slope was too steep.

Filomena and Laura showed Meredith round, careful to explain that the front door didn’t close properly unless it was locked shut. Both their rooms were off the sitting room, which had a small kitchen in one corner. Four male students lived in the semi-basement flat. The two bedrooms they wanted to let were just down the corridor, and Meredith was enchanted when she saw the view from the square window in the end room. She loved art history, and the gentle, serene landscape framed by the window was straight out of a Renaissance painting. It plunged down the wooded hillside below her, stretching over hills of varying shades of brown and green, with rows of cypress trees on their crests, as far as the Apennine Mountains on the horizon to the east.

Meredith followed the two friends out through a glass door on the other side of the corridor. She found herself on a big terrace from where she had a 360-degree view of the old churches, houses and walls that marked the edge of Perugia’s historic centre, only a stone’s throw away to the south, and of the countryside.

The rent was £270 a month, with a deposit of two months’ rent. Meredith worried about having to pay so much upfront before even moving in, and mentioned it to her friend Sophie.

But Meredith was in a hurry to leave the hotel which was eating into her funds. She decided to take the end room partly because the cottage was so close to the university but above all because the view enchanted her. She told Filomena and Laura that she would like to stay there until the university year ended in June. The two women were both delighted with Meredith; she was good-looking, clearly well-brought-up and reliable. Besides, they looked forward to practising their English with her just as Meredith wanted to practise her Italian.

A week after first arriving in Perugia, Meredith checked out of her hotel and moved into the cottage. On some mornings she would wake to see the bottom of the valley shrouded in banks of mist that the sun soon dispelled.

A couple of weeks after she moved in, Meredith’s new flatmates told her, another student would be coming to live in the room next door to hers – an American girl called Amanda.
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The blue-eyed Amanda Knox was only five when someone invented the nickname that was to become famous, or infamous, worldwide many years later. In her hometown of Seattle – a rainy, hard-working city on America’s north-west coast, best known as the birthplace of Bill Gates, Boeing and Starbucks – Amanda started playing soccer at a very young age and spent hours kicking a ball around the backyard of her house with her sister Deanna, her junior by a year and a half.

It was on the playing field that she earned the nickname ‘Foxy Knoxy’. There was nothing sinister behind the name, according to Amanda’s German-born mother Edda Mellas, a maths teacher.

‘Amanda was like a fox. She played as a defender and she was so intense, so focused; she was short and she’d crouch down and she’d stop people out of nowhere. I don’t know how she did it,’ Edda recalled.

In all the sports she took up – gymnastics, swimming, softball or whatever it was – Amanda was always fiercely competitive. ‘She just liked the thrill of the competition. She was going to do it and do it well. That’s Amanda,’ Edda said.

Edda and her husband Curt Knox, a vice-president of the local Macy’s department store, broke up when Amanda was a year old and Edda was pregnant with Deanna.

‘We divorced when Amanda was fairly young. Her dad was there for games and things but for a long time afterwards it was just the three of us,’ Edda recalled.

Curt lived five blocks away and the girls were always walking back and forth between the two homes. ‘My parents decided to live very close to each other because they wanted to make me and my sister feel that we were a family, even if we were in two different houses,’ Amanda said later. A few years later, Edda fell in love with Chris Mellas, an IT consultant with dual American and Mexican nationality thirteen years her junior, and he became Amanda and Deanna’s stepfather.

The family turbulence didn’t appear to affect Amanda’s schoolwork. She was exceptionally studious and at thirteen won an award ‘in recognition of an extraordinary student’. When she had to choose a high school, she told Edda: ‘Find me the most academically challenging.’ Edda picked the private Seattle Preparatory School, a very traditional, Jesuit-run establishment charging fees of $11,800 a year, which expected its students to give their best in both schoolwork and sport. Edda was told that as a private Catholic school, it made all applicants take an entrance test and from those with the highest scores, took first the Catholics and then ‘picked the cream of the non-Catholics’.

The only advice Edda gave Amanda before the test was: ‘Do your best, feel happy with what you’re doing.’ She didn’t believe in telling her daughters they must get top marks. Amanda took the test and did so well that the school accepted her even though her family couldn’t afford the full fees.

Amanda thrived at Seattle Prep. The school’s head, Kent Hickey, later described her as ‘a good and thoughtful girl, very talented in drama. A very strong student.’ Amanda had a passion for performing, acting in a string of musicals – Annie, Guys and Dolls, Fiddler on the Roof, and Honk!, the musical adaptation of Hans Christian Andersen’s story ‘The Ugly Duckling’. She preferred what she saw as the ‘interesting’ characters to the lead roles – the rowdy orphan Pepper in Annie and Chava, the daughter who runs away to get married in Fiddler on the Roof.

For Chris Mellas, Amanda was an easy child to raise. ‘Amanda loved her school and her schoolwork; she’s a nerd. All of her friends are goofy nerds; one guy is in love with biochemistry and talks only about that,’ Chris said. ‘Sweet as can be, dumb as a stump, and incredibly intelligent. That’s Amanda.’

She led what he called ‘a fairly regimental life’: ‘Same breakfast every day, school, homework, a break to watch The Simpsons, more homework, then bed – the same every stinking day. All you had to do was tell her to stop doing homework and go to bed. She always played lots of sport at weekends. I took her rock climbing when she was thirteen, and she even got into the US Youth Soccer Olympic Development Programme, but she dropped it because it was too much of a commitment.’

Although successful in both schoolwork and in sport, Amanda was, according to her sister Deanna, ‘book smart, but not street smart. She doesn’t always pick up social cues.’ This could be embarrassing. Once when Amanda had eaten too much in a restaurant she suddenly got up and stretched her arms out. Everyone stared at her. Another time, when her hairdresser asked what she thought of her new shoes, Amanda replied bluntly: ‘They’re hideous.’

On yet another occasion, when Deanna was with some friends, Amanda walked up to them, looked Deanna up and down in disgust and asked loudly: ‘What the heck are you wearing?’ She often approached perfect strangers, greeting them breezily: ‘Hi, I’m Amanda. How are you?’ Men often thought she was flirting with them, but according to her family she just wanted to get to know people.

Edda said her eldest daughter was not only ‘not street smart’, she was much too trusting. ‘She sees good in every person she meets; she doesn’t realise that you have to kind of protect yourself. For me as a mother, it was scary,’ Edda said.

Late one night when Amanda was seventeen or eighteen, she called Edda to say she was on her way home, had taken a shortcut through an alley and a man was walking close behind her. ‘Keep talking to me, get out on to the main street,’ Edda urged her. When Amanda got home she and Edda rowed about the risk she took and Amanda promised to be more careful in future.

It was when she was in her early teens and starting to learn Latin and the history of Ancient Rome that Amanda first got interested in Italy. At the age of fifteen, she made her first trip to the country with her family, visiting Pisa, Rome, the Amalfi Coast and the ruined city of Pompeii. She became fascinated by Italian culture and way of life. Edda gave her Under the Tuscan Sun, the best-selling, idyllic portrait of life in Tuscany by Frances Mayes. Amanda loved the book, and the film Stealing Beauty by Bernardo Bertolucci, starring Liv Tyler as an American teenager who has decided to lose her virginity during a stay in a stunning Tuscan villa.

Amanda started telling her parents: ‘I wanna get out, I wanna study abroad. Italy is cool.’

After graduating with high marks from Seattle Prep, Amanda chose to study Italian, German and creative writing at the city’s University of Washington. She hesitated between becoming a writer, becoming an interpreter or, as she put it later, ‘doing a bit of both’. What mattered most to her was to be close to her family; she would go abroad to study, but only for a year, and then come back to live in Seattle. At university, as at school, Amanda ‘ran by her own agenda’, as her father Curt put it.

Edda explained: ‘Amanda didn’t need to be popular, she never needed to follow what the other girls were doing; if they all did their hair a certain way, she’d do it different. She liked being unique and doing her own thing; she never wanted to be one of the pack.’ Few female students shared her love of soccer and rock climbing, for instance.

Jeff Tripoli, a student friend who edited the campus newspaper, confessed later to having had ‘a huge crush on Amanda – but I had no luck’ and described her as ‘the girl next door – cute and wholesome.’

Amanda stuck out like a sore thumb: ‘She was nerdy in a good way: she threw tea parties with her friends – in Seattle that’s weird, we’re obsessed with coffee – and the tea was always exotic. She was sporty and actually a bit of a tomboy rather than sexy.’ Tripoli never saw Amanda dress provocatively. ‘At a Halloween party – usually it’s an excuse for girls to dress up slutty – but Amanda wore the least revealing clothes of all. I felt like telling her she hadn’t got the point of Halloween.’

She never slept around, Tripoli remembered – she had what he called ‘two long-term relationships during her two years at the university.’ Her Seattle boyfriend DJ (short for David Johnsrud) shaved his hair Mohawk-style, wore a kilt because he was proud of his Scottish blood and shared her passion for tea parties and rock climbing.

Tripoli once joked to Amanda: ‘You’re cute, but you have a weird taste in men.’

She shot back: ‘Tell me about it.’

But Amanda was a late bloomer as far as boyfriends went. Like Tripoli, Deanna thought she was a bit of a tomboy. Keen on photography, Deanna once asked Amanda to dress all in black and wear make-up so that she could take a portrait of her for a photography assignment at high school. The moment Deanna had finished, Amanda exclaimed, ‘Get this off of me!’ and then ran off as soon as her sister had removed the make-up.

Amanda’s first kiss was when she was sixteen or seventeen but she didn’t have a regular boyfriend until she was at university and was by all accounts naïve where boys were concerned. She once went to a friend’s house and started showing yoga poses to some high-school kids there.

‘Amanda was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and there she was bending and posing and it never occurred to her that the guys were kind of looking at her. She doesn’t even realise when guys are flirting with her. I’ll say to her: “That guy was totally hitting on you,” and she’ll say: “What? I didn’t see anything!”’ Deanna said.

Later, Chris laughed when asked whether he had taught Amanda about the birds and the bees. ‘It wasn’t me, I didn’t have to. Edda did it, I’m sure.’ When a chatty Amanda wanted to talk to him about intimate details of her relationship with a boyfriend, Chris cut her off: ‘Don’t tell me, I don’t tell you when I do something.’

‘You’re telling me you don’t have sex just with Mom?’ Amanda asked.

‘I’m not having this conversation,’ Chris said.

In an autobiographical account of her childhood – which has a detached, dreamy tone, partly because she wrote it in the third person – Amanda makes only passing references to the first two boyfriends she had as a student and wrote at much longer length about DJ, whom she met in the university’s climbing gym ‘where . . . people were adventurers, and it was with these people that Amanda felt most at home.’ DJ was in love with her for two years but said nothing, afraid of rejection, and the two were just close friends.

They finally got together when Amanda asked DJ, as he walked her home after a party: ‘Whatcha thinking about?’

He replied: ‘I’m thinking about you.’

Amanda saw nothing unusual about herself, or so she wrote: ‘Once upon a time there was a very normal girl. She practised yoga, played the guitar and loved to sing . . . Some of this girl’s friends were musicians . . . It amazed her to see people who could use tools to create a sensation so beautiful, and so heartfelt.’

She had kept a diary since she was a little girl; her dream was to become a writer. ‘For me, writing really is a way of expressing myself, it’s a way of being creative, of producing something and that for me means emotions,’ she said later.

Amanda had ‘an incredibly active imagination’, according to her stepfather Chris. ‘Little things would spark huge novels in her head. She loved to lie out in the backyard and look at clouds going over. She’d say a cloud looked like a bunny or a dog, and then she’d turn it into a short story. Or she’d see an expression in her dog’s face and write about that. Her dreams and nightmares were always so incredibly vivid they bothered her,’ Chris said later.

When her creative writing teacher asked the class to write a dark short story about events ten minutes before the discovery of a body, Amanda’s had a deceptively cosy title: ‘Baby Brother’. The main character, called Edgar, asks his younger brother whether he has drugged and raped a girl they both know. ‘A thing you have to know about chicks is that they don’t know what they want. You have to show it to them,’ Kyle replies. Soon afterwards, Kyle punches his elder brother in the face. ‘Edgar dropped to the floor and tasted the blood in his mouth and swallowed it. He couldn’t move his jaw and it felt like someone was jabbing a razor into the left side of his face . . . Edgar let himself fully rest on the carpet and felt the blood ooze between his teeth and out of his lips onto the floor. He spit into the blossoming smudge beside his head.’

When Amanda told her stepfather she wanted to go and study in Italy, Chris told her frankly: ‘I don’t think you’re ready for it.’ He thought she was too immature to live abroad. ‘Amanda was too naïve, too trusting. She was harebrained,’ Chris said later. She would think nothing of setting out at 1 a.m. for a two-hour bicycle ride from the campus to Edda and Chris’s home.

‘I need a challenge,’ Amanda said.

‘It’s your decision, but I want you to know that I’m worried. I hope you’ll reconsider,’ Chris said. He didn’t want to smother his stepdaughter.

But Amanda had made up her mind. She wanted to combine languages and creative writing and found out about a course in Rome that taught both. She loved Italy and wanted somewhere that would feel ‘new’ to her. But she worried that if she went to a big capital city like Rome, she would spend too much time with fellow Americans. She decided to go ‘somewhere much smaller where I could really be with Italians instead of with other Americans’ and picked Perugia. She had never been to Perugia and there was still so much to discover in Italy.

As soon as term began at the University of Washington, she started doing odd jobs in her spare time to help pay for her year abroad. She worked for a year in one of the campus cafeterias and in an art gallery, but the job she enjoyed most was helping seven- and eight-year-olds with their homework. Edda, Chris and Curt told her how much they could afford to contribute and Amanda surprised them all by budgeting as precisely as she could, working out how much she was going to need to pay for flights, rent and food, then saving her earnings to make up the difference.

By spring of 2007, with only a few months to go before she was due to leave for Perugia, Amanda was so excited she talked of little else and went regularly to practise her rather basic Italian with a neighbour who used to live in Rome.

When Edda and Curt took her out for dinner one evening and Amanda was talking as usual about her preparations, a worried Curt asked: ‘Hey, how are we going to be able to help you if something happens? What happens if you get sick? We’re not a short distance away.’

She reminded him that several of Edda’s relatives lived in Switzerland, Germany and Austria, near enough for them to help in an emergency, but she would be fine anyway. Nothing bad was going to happen.

In early July, Amanda had her only brush with the law in Seattle. She and the five female students she shared a house with threw a leaving party. The grey-painted wooden house was on a quiet, leafy street north of the university and neighbours called the police when some of the boys who had had too much to drink started throwing stones, empty beer bottles and cans around the front of the house and down an alley at the back. Amanda was inside comforting a drunken friend who had quarrelled with her boyfriend when the police arrived. ‘We’ll tell these boys to go home,’ Amanda promised the officer in charge.

‘That’s all right, but we’re also writing you a ticket,’ he replied.

Amanda and her friends had to club together to pay the $269 fine.

Amanda was due to leave for Europe that August, but she and Chris kept clashing over her year abroad. ‘You’re still immature. Not everyone has good intentions,’ Chris told her.

‘OK, but everyone has some good in them.’

‘Amanda, you’re just not ready for it. I’m scared you’re going to go over there and something is going to happen to you. What if you’re in an accident? You don’t speak the language that well. What would you do?’

‘You always worry too much. I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself.’

In her diary, Amanda listed all the things she had to do before setting off for Italy. ‘Number 1: sex store,’ she wrote. In the packing list was a reminder to include condoms. She talked to DJ about their relationship; while she would be in Perugia, he would be on a long stay in China. They agreed that each of them would be free to have other relationships while they were overseas.

On her Facebook site, Amana filled in the section ‘Interested In’ with the single word: ‘Men’. Of her ‘Relationship Status’, she wrote: ‘It’s Complicated’. Her favourite group was The Beatles, her favourite books the Harry Potter series, her favourite films anything by Monty Python. The section ‘About Me’ indicated she no longer thought of herself as ‘just a normal girl’: ‘A lot of my friends say I’m a hippy, but I am thinking I am just weird. I don’t get embarrassed and therefore have very few social inhibitions . . . I love new situations and I love to meet new people. The bigger and scarier the roller coaster the better.’

Just before Amanda left Seattle, she accidentally stepped on a flower, crushing it. She felt so bad about it that she dug a little hole outside her house and buried it there, telling Deanna: ‘The spirit of the flower can’t be released until it’s buried.’ Deanna explained that Amanda was incapable of hurting anyone or anything: ‘My sister can’t kill a spider. When I’d find a spider in my room I’d tell her “Kill it!” but she would get a glass and take it outside.’

The only time Deanna could remember Amanda hurting anyone was when she was seven years old and got into a fight with a boy at school who was picking on Deanna. ‘Hey, don’t mess with my sister!’ Amanda shouted and gave the boy a good punch. When the sisters rowed, they screamed at each other but never came to blows. Amanda didn’t do violence, and she didn’t do drugs – or only a little – according to Deanna. In the entire time that Amanda lived in Seattle, she had smoked a joint maybe twice, ‘because she likes experimenting, she wants to try everything.’

Edda gave Amanda a lot of advice before she left, including a warning about Italian men. One of the guidebooks said they had a habit of whistling at foreign women and pinching their bottoms. ‘Just be careful,’ Edda warned.

But Edda had more serious worries than bottom-pinching. ‘Try to be wary, to pay attention to what’s going on around you. Don’t trust everyone you meet. Be more on your guard. It’s a foreign country you’re going to.’

‘OK, Mom, I will. I’ll be fine!’ Amanda replied breezily.

But Edda was still worried. ‘I hoped she would learn a bit of fear before she left. I didn’t want her to go through life afraid, but I wanted her to have a little fear as far as self-preservation goes,’ Edda said later.
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A month after celebrating her twentieth birthday, Amanda left Seattle in mid-August with her sister Deanna, stopping on the way in Hamburg in Germany to stay with an uncle and aunt. ‘She drove me nuts,’ Deanna recalled. Amanda was in such a hurry to get to Perugia she kept asking her: ‘Can we go to Italy now?’ Deanna just told her: ‘Amanda, you’ve got to wait.’

The sisters also stopped in Austria on their way south, and went to a museum in Graz full of soldiers’ uniforms and military exhibits. Deanna photographed Amanda crouching behind a nineteenth-century Gatling gun and pretending to fire it. She burst out laughing when she saw what Deanna was doing. Amanda wrote ‘The Nazi’ on the back of the photograph.

‘We were just goofing around. Here we are, of German descent, sitting behind this gun. We’re proud of our German heritage, we were just goofing off,’ Deanna was to explain. She also filmed Amanda in their hotel room.

‘Amanda, are you anxious about where you’re going?’ Deanna asks her sister.

‘Yeah, I’m really anxious to find out where I’m going to live.’

From Graz they travelled on to Munich, flew to Milan and then took a train to Florence. On the train, they met Federico, a young Italian who spoke no English but made friends all the same and the three went all the way to Florence together where they spent the night in the same hotel. Federico took the sisters out to dinner and after Deanna had gone off to bed – as Amanda wrote on her MySpace page – ‘we smoked up together, my first time in Italy . . .’ In her diary she was more explicit, writing that she had sex with him.

The sisters finally reached Perugia in late August. On their first day there, they walked around for two hours, getting lost repeatedly as they looked for their hotel before, tired and sweaty, they hitched a lift to reach it outside the city centre. The driver, who was in his forties, pestered them to go out with him but the sisters turned him down. He wasn’t the first man who tried to flirt with the sisters since their arrival in Italy, and Deanna noticed that her previously tomboyish sister was now very much aware when men showed interest in her. Amanda thought the way Italian men stared at women was ‘very abrupt’ and as the guidebook had warned, the girls were whistled at twice, which irritated them both.

The next day, Deanna would have liked to go shopping but Amanda wanted to go to the university. As they walked through Perugia, Amanda chatted excitedly about the beauty of the old buildings they passed. When they reached the university, Amanda went inside to ask about her course while Deanna sat outside enjoying the warm sun on her skin, facing the tree-lined Piazza Grimana, which had a basketball court in the middle of it. She noticed a skinny young woman putting up a notice near the entrance of the university; Deanna couldn’t speak Italian but when she saw the word ‘appartamento’, exclaimed, ‘Hey, one minute!’ to the woman and then raced inside to fetch Amanda.

Laura Mezzetti told them in English about the room she had to let in the cottage where she lived on Via della Pergola, very near the university. ‘Would you like to see it now?’ Laura asked. Amanda accepted immediately, and Laura led them to the cottage.

Amanda fell in love with the cottage, the garden and the wonderful view from the moment she walked into the drive. Amanda and Deanna met Filomena, who picked two ripe figs and offered them to the sisters, neither of whom had ever eaten one before.

Deanna was nervous about tasting it. ‘I don’t know if I should eat this.’

‘Go on, eat it.’ Amanda had already stuffed hers in her mouth.

Inside the flat, Amanda kept exclaiming: ‘Fantastica! Fantastica!’ She didn’t mind that the bedroom she was shown was tiny, that the ceiling was low or that the window looked out onto the drive and the road above it. When she stepped out onto the terrace, she was bowled over. ‘Oh my gosh!’ she cried. She gazed out over the hills, her mouth open in wonder. ‘I love it; I’ve never seen anything like it.’ Amanda added: ‘It’s perfect, it’s perfect. I’ll take it.’

The four of them sat down on the terrace to talk about the details of the rental contract. Amanda sat on the floor – as Deanna explained, it was one of her eccentricities, she preferred the floor to a chair. Amanda told her new flatmates that she had to leave Perugia the next day as she was going to see some relatives in Germany but she would be back in September and could move in then.

As with Meredith, the beauty of the view had drawn Amanda to the cottage.

Meredith moved into the cottage in early September, and quickly began making the most of her year in Perugia. She left the cottage every morning just before 8 a.m. for the intensive, month-long Italian course at the university. She came back just after 1 p.m., had lunch and then settled down to study in the afternoon. She bought an Italian newspaper every day to help her learn the language, and asked Filomena how to pronounce a new word, writing it down in her notebook. Filomena was impressed by how meticulous she was.

Meredith soon made new friends through her course, especially with a group of half a dozen English women in their early twenties; her closest friends were Sophie, Amy and another fellow student from Leeds University, Robyn Butterworth. They often went out to bars and pizzerias popular with foreign students in Perugia; on Mondays they went to see films in English at a cinema on Corso Vannucci – an elegant pedestrian street lined with caffè terraces where Perugians like to take their traditional passeggiata (stroll). Meredith always arrived late but her friends were so fond of her they just pulled her leg about it; Sophie didn’t mind at all, because she was usually only a little less late than Meredith. Their favourite spot was the Merlin Pub, a rustic-looking bar and pizzeria painted red and orange in an old vault near the cathedral. The first evening that Meredith went there, she met the friendly owner Pasquale Alessi, known to all as ‘Pisco’.

A former engineering student, he too had studied in Leeds. ‘I hope Perugia isn’t as cold and rainy as Leeds,’ Meredith said to him after ordering a pizza with Nutella spread – she loved chocolate.

She tried a few words of Italian with him but they chatted mainly in English. She was full of enthusiasm for her new life in Perugia. ‘It’s an adventure for me, I love it. I’m so happy to have chosen Perugia, it’s beautiful – I know I did the right thing!’ Meredith said with a big grin, her eyes shining. She told Pisco she loved the fact that Perugia was both a city and ‘a little town’ – wherever you went, you met people you knew. She was looking forward not only to her year in Perugia but also to travelling across Italy. ‘I’m going to be here for a long time!’ Meredith said with another smile.

She told her family she loved everything about Italy. Concerned about her mother Arline’s health, Meredith always kept her English mobile phone in a pocket of her jeans, and called her every day, sometimes several times a day. Arline constantly tried to reassure her daughter, and would tell her to take care of herself – so much so that Meredith once burst out: ‘Why are you telling me to take care? You’re the one who should be taking care of yourself!’ Meredith used a mobile with an Italian number that Filomena had given her to make calls in Italy because it was cheaper than using her English one.

Meredith often emailed and texted her sister Stephanie. ‘Mez was very excited. She talked of her nervousness because it was the first time she’d gone abroad,’ Stephanie said later. She loved the cottage because it had ‘a big terrace with a spectacular panorama.’ Meredith’s Italian was getting better, partly thanks to Filomena and Laura. ‘That’s what she wanted – to improve her Italian. Mez was a really conscientious, very intelligent person and she wanted to make the most of her year in Italy,’ Stephanie said.

Only one thing about Perugia worried Meredith: drugs. One night Meredith, Sophie and Amy walked down a steep, narrow street from the cathedral towards Sophie’s home on Via del Lupo. As they reached the front door, they saw two men smoking heroin; the men were openly heating the powder on a piece of aluminium foil.

Meredith told her friends that drugs scared her. She said she had been very shocked to find a used syringe lying in the grass in the garden of the cottage. She discovered that the area around Piazza Grimana in front of the university was home not only to students who gathered there to chat between lectures or play basketball but also to drug pushers who skulked in the doorways of ancient houses flanking narrow, poorly-lit alleyways.

Meredith mentioned Perugia’s drugs problem only briefly to Stephanie: she said she had seen drugs in the city, but didn’t specify where. Stephanie thought little of it: she knew that Meredith wasn’t into drugs and didn’t even smoke cigarettes. It’s likely that Meredith didn’t want to alarm Stephanie by telling her what she’d seen.

One night, a couple of days before Amanda was due in Perugia, Meredith and Sophie came across a big group of American students who had just arrived in the city. They were clearly drinking heavily and so boisterous that the two friends commented on how loud and overpowering they were.

‘What’s Amanda going to be like?’ Sophie asked.

Meredith laughed.

Meredith, like Filomena and Laura, gaveAmanda a warm welcome when she arrived at the cottage in late September. Amanda had been supposed to do an internship at the parliament in Berlin – a job she’d obtained through her relatives – but she found the work non-existent and got so bored with spending most of the day reading Harry Potter books in German that she walked out on the job after just two days, to her family’s dismay.

As Filomena described it later, Meredith and Amanda got on well at first. The two had much in common – they were about the same age (Meredith was a year and a half older than Amanda), they spoke the same language, both were a long way from home and would only be in Perugia for a year. Meredith had arrived in Perugia before Amanda and had already made friends, so she took Amanda under her wing, showing her around local food shops. ‘Come on, you’ve got to meet people too. Come on, let’s go out. I’ll introduce you to my friends,’ Meredith urged her. After dinner on Amanda’s very first day in Perugia, Meredith took her out for a drink at the Merlin Pub with Sophie. Exhausted after her trip, Amanda was quiet but friendly. She made a good impression on Sophie, who thought she seemed very laid-back. As they sipped cocktails, Sophie asked her whether she had a boyfriend.

‘I’ve got an open relationship with my boyfriend DJ; he’s in China. We’re together but because we’re so far apart we can meet other people; we’re OK with that,’ Amanda explained.

‘What if you meet someone and it becomes serious?’ Sophie asked.

‘I can tell him, he’ll be happy for me. And he can tell me if he meets someone; I’m not going to be jealous. I understand that’s a possibility,’ Amanda said.

‘Cool,’ Sophie thought to herself; it sounded to her like an open, honest arrangement.

Amanda was so tired she left the pub after an hour or so to get some sleep. When she had gone, Sophie turned to Meredith. ‘Are you happy?’ Sophie asked.

‘Yeah, I’m happy. She’s really nice,’ Meredith replied.

‘It’s good, it’s going to be OK,’ Sophie said.

‘Yes, it’s going to be OK,’ Meredith agreed.

The next evening, Meredith again invited Amanda out for a drink with Sophie, this time at the Tana dell’Orso, a short walk uphill from the University for Foreigners. As they walked into the bar, Amanda said to Sophie: ‘Oh, you’re really popular with the guys.’

At first, Sophie couldn’t work out what Amanda meant; they’d only met once the previous evening. Then, Sophie guessed Amanda was talking about Pisco, the owner of the Merlin Pub who was fond of her and had given them a round of free drinks. Sophie thought Amanda’s comment had a hint of jealousy about it.

Amanda started chatting animatedly with the barman, who was American; they talked about Seattle and rock climbing. The three students then sat down and Sophie asked Amanda: ‘What was your first day like?’

Amanda said she’d got up at six o’clock, had done some yoga, painted a picture, and played the guitar among many other things. Amanda’s answer took Sophie aback; she was surprised by how active Amanda appeared to be. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly why, but that evening Sophie felt less friendly towards her.

Sophie cooled even further towards Amanda the following evening – the third in a row that Meredith took Amanda out with her. Meredith’s other friends Amy and Robyn joined them. Over dinner in the pizzeria Il Bacio off Corso Vannucci, Amanda sat silently for a while, talking to no one. Then, she suddenly started singing in a loud voice, throwing her head back as she stared up at the ceiling.

That same evening, Amanda launched into something that was more of a monologue than a conversation – she talked ‘in your face’, Sophie thought, and exclusively about herself. Amanda talked loudly about her passion for exotic teas – ‘I could talk about it all day,’ she said – and then about her open relationship with her boyfriend DJ. When DJ had told her that he’d met a Chinese girl and would surely meet her again, she’d replied: ‘Oh great, what’s she like? Describe her.’

‘Weird,’ Amy thought. ‘If my boyfriend had met another girl I wouldn’t be pleased.’

Later, Meredith and her friends talked about Amanda’s behaviour. A few days earlier, Meredith had said her flatmate was ‘sweet and nice’. But now she told them: ‘The things she does, they’re a bit weird.’ Meredith thought it odd that Amanda had brought a suitcaseful of several kinds of
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