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For Meredith, with all our love










 ‘Remember you are never alone,


I am always with you, when you roam.


So close your eyes, I’m with you still.


I haven’t left you, I never will.’


 


Stephanie Kercher, ‘Don’t Say Goodbye’










Foreword


On 1 November 2007, my daughter Meredith, who was twenty-one years old, was murdered in her bedroom in the cottage in which was living in Perugia, Italy, where she was studying at the town’s University for Foreigners. In the days that followed, one of her housemates, an American girl named Amanda Knox, a young Italian man named Raffaele Sollecito and Rudy Guede, a Perugia resident originally from the Ivory Coast, were arrested on suspicion of her murder.


While Guede remains imprisoned for taking my daughter’s life, in October 2011 Knox and Sollecito had their convictions quashed on appeal. My family and I now find ourselves in a limbo that, I suspect, might never end, wondering exactly what happened in those last moments of Meredith’s life, and how convictions that seemed to offer all the terrible answers two years ago have now been so emphatically overturned. With Knox and Sollecito now free, we find that we are still waiting for justice for our daughter and sister, and have to face up to the stark possibility that we might never have a satisfactory picture of what unfolded in Perugia on that terrible November night.


I thought long and hard before putting pen to paper and beginning to write this book. At first, I wasn’t certain if it was the right thing to do. Nor was I certain if I could do justice to her. It was a difficult decision, one I laboured over, and one that I could not have taken without the full support of Meredith’s mother, her sister Stephanie and her brothers John and Lyle. Perhaps, I thought, the process of writing might be too painful. Everything was too close to the moment, the events still vivid, the memories too personal. It was not an easy task to confront. For a long time I had toyed with the idea of writing down everything that had happened as a personal memento for our family, something we could carry with us as the years progressed, so that we might never forget exactly what our daughter and sister was like. Then, many of Meredith’s friends, her teachers, her school and university associates and the girls who had known her in Perugia told me that I had to put something down in book form – not just for my family, but for everybody else as well. Despite everything that has happened since that night in November 2007, it still seems as though nobody knows anything about the real Meredith, and my hope is that, through writing Meredith, I can share with the world something of the wonderful girl who was our daughter and sister. Tragedies can drive people further apart, but in our case, although Arline and I had split up long before Meredith was killed, we have all coped with this horrific ordeal as a family. Throughout, we’ve shared a determination to support each other, to honour Meredith and celebrate her life. Naturally, the last four years have been the worst of times for us, and I hope that telling the world about the enchanting, generous, kind person that Meredith really was can help those whose lives she touched. Though nothing can take away the pain of losing her, writing about her and talking to so many of her friends throughout the writing process has certainly been a great help to me. I also hope that this book might help to keep Meredith’s case in the spotlight, and, in some small way, to keep alive the hope that we might yet know the truth about her death.


The media’s glare throughout the trial and appeal process has been fixed almost entirely on the accused. It has seemed as if Meredith has been all but forgotten as the victim. In writing this book, then, I hope to go some way towards offering Meredith a tribute – for Meredith was a beautiful, intelligent and caring girl whom everyone loved, and her story deserves to be told. As her sister Stephanie said at her memorial service: ‘Anyone who was fortunate enough to have known her would testify that she was one of the most caring people you could ever meet. Nothing was too much for her. She was a loyal daughter, sister and friend.’


Writing this book has been a journey not only of rediscovery – of long-forgotten memories of the Meredith we knew and loved – but also of discovery. Along the way I have met with many of Meredith’s friends, and heard so many stories about her that still live on. I met with friends from her schooldays, many of whom I already knew and with whom Meredith stayed friends after she left home to study at the University of Leeds. I met with the new friends she made as a young woman in Leeds, where she studied for a degree in European Politics and Italian, most of whom I had not encountered before, and with whom she had shared a house. Many of her closest friends met me for a coffee in London, where they recounted their memories of her. Most of the stories were extremely amusing and often gave me an insight into Meredith that even I might never have known. I had no idea, for instance, that she was such a good dancer; though I had seen her at her ballet classes, I had never imagined her on a dance floor, dancing to her favourite 1980s music. By meeting Meredith’s friends, from all the different corners of her life, I was able to paint a portrait of the girl we have lost.


I met with Meredith’s teachers, too. When speaking to the Italian teacher from her old school, I was to learn just how much Meredith enjoyed the trips she had taken with the school to Italy. I was also to learn from her how deeply her teachers respected Meredith, and how they even thought of her as an ‘intellectual’. I knew how bright and intelligent Meredith was, but hearing that word took things to a different level, and even changed my perception of her. It was only when Meredith’s university teachers and her fellow students spoke of the things that Meredith had achieved with the Italian language that I began to realise what her Italian teacher had meant.


Later on in my writing, I was to meet with the English girls who had met Meredith in Perugia. They had only known her for a couple of months, but they had already established that Meredith would be a friend for life. She had that effect on people. It was not simply that she was good company and fun to be around, it was how much she cared about people and how she was always prepared to devote time to them to help advise them on any problems they might have had. She was someone you could count on.


The girls who Meredith met in Perugia took the time to come from their homes around England to meet with our family on several occasions, and we really appreciated that. They still stay in touch, and we appreciate that, too.


Our family know how special Meredith was – but so many others, who never met or knew her, seem also to have captured in their minds precisely what she was like, simply from seeing photographs of her. So often we have heard the same loving comments about her smile, the smile that engaged so many people and drew them to her to be her friend.


This has not been an easy book to write, but, as a collection of memories and stories about Meredith, I hope it is a portrait of which she would have been proud. I also hope that, for perhaps the first time, the story of the trial that resulted from Meredith’s murder can be told, plainly and simply, without being the subject of tabloid fascination.


Recently, while cleaning my home, I came across an old shoebox, inside which I found roll after roll of undeveloped photographic film, many years old. Over the course of the last months I have slowly been getting the photographs developed – and, once again, I have been watching Meredith, Stephanie, John and Lyle as they have grown from babies, to toddlers, to children, and then to young women and men. In each photograph she has that wonderful smile and, sometimes, that funny smile, which I called her Wallace and Gromit look. Here were pictures of Meredith as a child that I had forgotten, little images to prompt even more recollections, and make us cherish even more the time we had together.


It is not only our family and her friends who have lost her. So has the world.
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Meredith’s Murder


1 November, 2.15 p.m.


I am in my local bank in Croydon when Meredith telephones me, to see how I am, from Perugia. The bank is relatively empty and I’m at the counter drawing out a small amount of cash. It is 2.15 p.m., an unusual time for Meredith to ring as we usually speak to each other in the evenings. Most days, I ring her at around six o’clock, before she goes out or settles down to study, and me calling her saves on her phone bill. Usually we chat about what she is doing, but today she does not have to go to the University of Foreigners, where she is studying European Politics and Italian, as it is a public holiday in Perugia and she has the day to herself. The university is said to be the ‘oldest and most prestigious institution in Italy involved in teaching and research activities’ and is attended by students from all around the world. Meredith has been studying there for almost two months. We chat for two minutes, but the call is costing her money and I tell her I’ll call her later. So we don’t have a chance to say much. I tell her that I’ll call her when I get home, but she says that she is going out that evening to have dinner with some English friends, so instead we arrange to speak the very next day. It is lovely to hear her voice in the early afternoon, especially knowing that I won’t be chatting to her until the following evening.


I didn’t realise that it would be the last time that I would speak to her. She told me she loved me and my final words to her were ‘Love you too.’


2 November, 5 p.m.


I am at home when Meredith’s mother, Arline, calls me to say that she has seen on the news that a female British student has been found murdered in Perugia. I have been divorced from Arline for ten years, and she is living in Old Coulsdon in Surrey. Obviously, Arline’s call startles me. I am worried, but I tell myself that there are many British students studying in Perugia, and I try to use that as a calming influence. I promise Arline that I will try to get some more information.


Immediately, I ring Meredith, but in response I can get only an automated message. This is not necessarily unusual because, at that time of day, she could still have been at the university or in the library, and would have switched off her phone. Even so, I am naturally concerned. For the next half an hour, I try her number at least a dozen times, but every time the phone goes through to the automated message.


Suddenly, after what feels like an age of trying, her mobile starts to ring. Believing that this has to mean Meredith has turned her phone back on, I feel some relief and, for the first time, I am confident that my daughter is fine.


Yet, the phone rings on and on, and still there is no answer.


The unease as to whether Meredith is safe or not begins to return to my mind, but I assume that she might have been in a different room. All the same, I keep trying for a further half-hour. I must try more than a couple of dozen times, ringing every few minutes, getting more and more nervous with each call. Yet, I tell myself, at least the phone is ringing.


Knowing that I have to get some information, I decide to call the foreign desk of the Daily Mirror. Having worked as a freelance journalist for most of the national newspapers and magazines for more than thirty years, mostly writing celebrity interviews and general features, I assume that they will know who I am, and it seems to be the logical thing to do. A man on the other end of the line tells me that they only have sketchy details of the incident in Italy, but if I call back in an hour they might have further information.


When I do, after an agonising hour-long wait, I am told by one of the foreign-desk editors, whom I do not personally know, that the Italian police have found the British girl’s mobile phone, and that they have been in touch with people in London. Again, my hopes rise, because this must mean that, whoever this unfortunate girl is, her family and the British police must have been notified. This makes me feel a little more comfortable, because if it was our daughter, then at least we would have heard something from the British Foreign Office.


I call Arline to tell her this information and she seems somewhat relieved. Even so, I cannot let myself believe that everything is fine, for the details are still sketchy. For the next half-hour I sit by the phone, just waiting, trying not to feel so extremely apprehensive. Then the phone rings.


The call is from the Daily Mirror’s foreign desk, from a young girl to whom I had not previously spoken. Hesitantly, she tells me that they have a name for the girl. Though I ask for it, she is reluctant to tell me. She seems somewhat nervous herself, and I have to persuade her to release the name.


I shall never forget her words.


‘The name going round Italy,’ she says, ‘is Meredith.’


In that instant, I drop the phone. I do not believe it. There has to be a mistake. Totally numb with shock, I cannot even cry.


 


After I had composed myself, I knew that I had to head for Meredith’s mother’s home in Coulsdon. As I did not own a car, I called a friend, who quickly drove over to pick me up. Then, we were bound for Surrey. Sitting in the passenger seat, I refused to let the facts sink in. I repeated it over and over to myself: ‘Not beautiful Meredith . . . Not beautiful Meredith . . .’


On the way, I telephoned the Foreign Office, to see if they could confirm what I had been told. Though they said that they did not have the full details, they did tell me that there was a possibility that the name ‘Meredith’ could simply have been on the mobile phone that the Italian police had discovered, and that I should not necessarily jump to conclusions. As we drove on, I started wondering if I really was just jumping to conclusions, but somehow I couldn’t convince myself.


I arrived at Arline’s house within an hour. Our entire family – Stephanie, John and Lyle – were already there. There was no need for me to tell them what the rumour was among the journalists; by now Arline too had spoken to the Foreign Office. They had confirmed the worst. While I had still been driving over, she had taken that terrible call, and had already broken the news to our other children. The dead girl was Meredith.


In the living room, everyone was crying. Yet I could not shed a tear. I was just too numb.


At 9 p.m., Meredith’s picture came up on the news. I stared at it, registering its familiarity but unable to react. I could not believe that this was my daughter. I remember thinking that this news report could have been the first we would have known of Meredith’s death, but for what had gone before.


Meredith, the newscaster reported, had died on the night of 1 November 2007, only twenty-one years old.


We stayed together until after midnight, when I went back to my own flat. Stephanie and Lyle stayed with their mother. I can’t say how I passed the night, except that I don’t think I slept. When I returned the following morning, the street outside the house was lined with photographers and members of the press. It was strange and unnerving having to walk through them. Although I had been a freelance journalist for many decades and had often been to press events, nothing prepares you for being on the receiving end of their attention, not under such dreadful circumstances. Not one of the reporters gathered outside knocked on the front door, seemingly out of respect for our grief, but several of them did put notes through the letterbox, saying that if we did wish to talk, we should ring the telephone numbers they supplied. Though their respect was comforting, they were still there for a story, and the mere fact that they were there was quite intimidating.


That morning, too, we were visited by a local female police liaison officer, who explained various procedural details to us. We were told that there might have to be two autopsies conducted on Meredith, the first by the police to determine the time and causes of her death, and a following one that might be requested by alternative sources. Of course, an autopsy is vital to establish the circumstances of death and help an investigation, but hearing about it is a brutal reminder of the physical realities of that death. It is one of those pieces of information you hold at arm’s length, not daring to think about what it means for your child.


Stephanie told us that some of Meredith’s old school friends were going to lay floral tributes at the gates of the Old Palace of John Whitgift School in Croydon, a public school set in an Elizabethan building, where Meredith had studied for eight years. As a family, we went to meet them. Driven in a police car, we were pursued by members of the press. It was quite nerve-wracking, as anyone can imagine, and I was constantly looking out of the rear window. All the same, we lost the press en route because we had a head start on them and the local police were obviously more familiar with the various routes to the school.


At the school gates, in a narrow road in the old town of Croydon, we were expecting half a dozen people, and were stunned to find more than seventy, many of whom had travelled from their various universities around the country. Every one of them carried enormous bouquets of flowers and many were in tears. Some I knew, while others were friends of Stephanie’s. It was an extremely touching moment for all of us as one by one they hugged us and expressed their condolences. Meredith had clearly meant so much to them, and they to her.


We entered the small school gardens. Flowers and messages were being laid on the lawn near the headmistress’s office. A small prayer was read by the school’s curate, the Reverend Colin Boswell, amid the shock that was being felt by everyone present. Our family were scattered among their friends. Young men were crying.


The next few days were numbing and filled with disbelief. I spent each evening at home, but visited the family during the daytime. We did not want to believe that this terrible event had happened. I was tempted to telephone Meredith, simply expecting to hear her answer the call, even though I knew that she would not. 


Two days later, a senior officer from London’s Scotland Yard visited us to explain what the procedure in Italy might be. It did not appear that there was much information yet. I had no idea whether the British police were liaising with the Italian police and authorities, but, even so, they seemed to be aware of international procedures.


The man from Scotland Yard explained carefully, and with compassion, that, whilst an autopsy on Meredith’s body was automatic, it might be that the lawyers representing the accused might request a further autopsy. As a result of this, we could expect a possible delay in Meredith’s body being flown back to the United Kingdom for burial. At this moment, we had no way of knowing that it was going to be six weeks before we could lay her to rest.


Nor had we any idea how much the tragic loss of Meredith, under such dreadful circumstances, had touched the world. At my flat, I sat down in front of my computer and turned on the screen. My fingers hovered over the keyboard and I typed Meredith’s name into a search engine, not knowing what I would find.


Rather than tabloid stories about her tragic death and the furore that was beginning to emerge regarding Amanda Knox, I discovered a tribute page filled with dedications people had written to her, some by those who had not even known her in life. Many were from old school friends, not simply those from Old Palace, but also her junior school, Keston, in Old Coulsdon. They wrote personally to her, as though she was still alive, often signing off with words such as ‘I hope the angels are looking after you.’ Others recalled memories of things they had done together, as though she were on the end of a telephone line.


Just as remarkable were the messages of sympathy that came from people who had never known her. The letters came from Brazil, Australia, the Netherlands, the USA and South Africa. Some were addressed to our family, others personally to Meredith, and so often these strangers would remark on her smile and what a beautiful person she seemed. Even in death, she reached out to people.


Sitting there, reading those messages, seemed to bring Meredith back for a fleeting moment: my daughter, alive, vibrant, laughing – I could almost imagine that I was about to hear her voice from another part of the flat.


 


Nothing can prepare you for what it is like to have to travel to a foreign country to identify the body of your daughter. After hearing the terrible news of Meredith’s death, we waited almost a week to be able to travel. We had no idea what we were going to face when we arrived out there, nor what to expect.


I flew with Arline and Stephanie to Florence, to meet with members of the British Consulate. John and Lyle were unable to attend because of work commitments, and because of the cost of our travel expenses. Throughout the whole process we were to receive no financial help from our own Foreign Office, and had to find a way of funding everything ourselves. This was financially crippling, but something we just had to do.


From Florence, we had a high-speed, two-hour drive to Perugia. Perugia is the capital city of the Umbrian region, built on a high hill, and once the scene of a prehistoric settlement. It was conquered by the Romans, destroyed and, after many more conflicts across the centuries, became a powerful independent city state and a Papal State. Today, it is a thriving artistic and cultural centre – and as we approached, it was difficult to believe that this beautiful corner of the world was where my daughter had died.


Meredith had come here as part of her studies at the University of Leeds, where she was studying for a degree in European Politics and Italian. Meredith had always loved Italy. We would take her for Italian holidays when she was very small, and later she visited the country on school trips. Who knows what was going through her mind when she and our family first visited Italy when she was one and a half years old, and we wheeled her in the double pushchair with Stephanie through the streets of Rimini. But when she was eight years old we returned there, and she was much more aware of the place, with its history dating back to 286 bc, as well as the country and its people. She was extremely amused at the way the Italian waiters always offered her and Stephanie the menu before the rest of us and treated them like young ladies rather than children. The waiters would often wink at us as they went about this sophisticated routine. It was here that Meredith had her first taste of real Italian pizza, amazed at how the cooks made them in wood-fired ovens and retrieved them with long poles. And she always knocked her drink over; apparently, something she continued to do into adulthood.


All of this must have made a big impression on her, because when she entered senior school at the age of fourteen, she elected to study Italian, and later went on to study the language at Leeds University. For her year abroad, she contemplated going to Rome, Milan and Perugia, but after talking with various people she thought that Perugia might be a better choice. Being smaller, the medieval town would provide a greater opportunity for her to interact with other students and people. So she made her decision and had spent the summer looking forward to it with mounting excitement.


It was only a little more than two months ago that Meredith had moved to Italy. She had flown to Rome in late August with a suitcase full of clothes – and then found that the only way she could get to Perugia by train was via Florence, where she could pick up a connection. She made it, but later said that the journey had been quite arduous. Still, it meant that by the time she reached Perugia, she had negotiated her way through two of the busiest train stations in Italy, and had the satisfaction of arriving as an independent traveller among the steep, wooded slopes of Umbria.


On the telephone, she had told me how beautiful the city was. Now we were approaching it for the first time, and she was never coming home.


On the outskirts of the town, beautiful and hilly, we could appreciate why Meredith loved Perugia. We rendezvoused with the Italian police at a roundabout, and they gave us an escort to the morgue. They did not speak English, but the consulate staff liaised with them about our safest route, and acted as our translators. As we climbed upwards, however, our talk petered out as we all felt the incongruity of the beautiful scenery and our purpose for being there. Our daughter had been murdered here, in this most beautiful landscape.


 


At the morgue, a small number of the press kept their distance, taking their photographs, but several expressed their sympathies. Some had tears in their eyes, which was a touching moment for us. Inside, there were a large number of officials, including the Chief of Police in Perugia, Arturo De Felice, and the head of the Homicide Squad, Monica Napoleone. Many of them were close to tears.


It was time to see my daughter.


I couldn’t go in. I had been so numb on the journey here that the brutal reality of having to see what had been done to my beautiful daughter had not really hit home. In the back of my mind, I supposed I had known why we were there, but now, only metres away, I could not face going in. I stood there, motionless, trying to explain that I did not want to go in and see Meredith. A small man from the mortuary approached Arline and Stephanie and, leaving me behind, they went through the doors. They asked me if I wanted to join them, but I could go no further. For me, it would have put a full stop to my memory of Meredith. I had seen her only a couple of weeks before, when she had flown back to London to buy some winter clothes. We had met for a coffee in a small Italian restaurant in Croydon, a place where we often met or had the occasional lunch. We would talk about books and music; the Italian film she had been to see at the university to improve her language skills; the occasional dance she had been to with the new English friends she had made; and the wonderful pizzas she was eating in the evenings.


On this occasion, Meredith had been almost an hour late, and I had sat in the restaurant waiting for her. (This wasn’t unusual: Meredith would often overestimate how much she could fit into an hour, and end up late.) When she arrived, she talked eagerly about Perugia and how she was making herself at home. She said that she was trying to buy a duvet for her bed, to make her room cosy, but nobody seemed to know where she could find one. I remember her being amused by this, and saying she was determined to track one down. That this should be the duvet beneath which her body would be found is something that will always haunt me. Over lunch, she had shown me some boots she had bought. She had been laughing, and was happy. It was the last time I had seen her, and I wanted that to be the memory that I held in my mind for ever.


Whilst Arline and Stephanie were seeing Meredith in the mortuary, I stood with the Chief of Police in the large foyer. He did not have to say anything to me; his expression of grief said it all.


When Meredith’s mother emerged from having seen her, she said that Meredith looked beautiful and peaceful. Arline even smiled once, as though all of the happy moments in Meredith’s life were passing through her mind. Her neck had been covered, which was a blessing. At this stage, we only knew that her throat had been cut, causing her death. We had no idea that, as would later be revealed, she had suffered more than forty wounds prior to being killed.


In the morgue, standing over her body, Arline had said, ‘Your father’s come all this way out here to see you, but doesn’t feel he can.’ Then she had smiled, for the last time, at our daughter. ‘But,’ she had whispered, ‘you know what your father’s like . . .’


From the morgue, we were driven to be interviewed by the lead prosecutor, Giuliano Mignini. Mignini was an avuncular person, about sixty years old, who smoked a pipe and had, as I was later to learn, daughters of his own. He was serious about obtaining information on Meredith, and wanted to know in particular what she had told us of her housemate Amanda Knox. At that stage, although there had been a lot in the press about Amanda Knox and Raffaele Sollecito and their statements to police, we still thought of them as witnesses. We knew they were being questioned, but it seemed part of the general maelstrom of police activity. I knew only little of Amanda, but could remember that Meredith had said that the American girl was eccentric. I sat alone in a large room with only Mignini and a young man who was typing and recording our conversation, and struggled to answer his questions as best I could. After my interview, it was the turn of Stephanie and Arline.


Once we were finished, we went to our hotel for the first time, a large building with a balcony overlooking the surrounding countryside and the hills dotted with houses. For our first visit to the place where Meredith had died, the mayor of Perugia had kindly arranged a peaceful place for us to stay. Knowing, from what we had been told by the consulate, that we had to deliver a statement to a press conference later that evening, we were wary. This was an idea none of us had entertained before, and we did not know what to expect from it. We would have to talk about Meredith to people who didn’t know her; how could we find the right words to do justice to her? It felt terribly important not to let her down, but we were all shattered and still in shock, and we didn’t know what their attitude would be.


At the hotel, the press photographers were waiting. They snapped pictures of us arriving, walking through the foyer and even while we stood in the elevator, waiting for the doors to close. They were scrambling over each other to get their pictures, and Arline, Stephanie and I were all unnerved.


Later that evening, we were led downstairs into a small room adjacent to a conference room, where we were introduced to the mayor of Perugia, the head of the University for Foreigners, and the British ambassador to Rome. They were all middle-aged and reverential. All seemed in a state of shock and close to tears. The mayor, a small and kindly man, held my hands and looked into my eyes with pity. A press officer from the British Embassy translated their sympathies to us.


Emerging from the elevator for the press conference was like nothing we could have fully anticipated. A barrage of cameras, flashing like strobe lighting, exploded before us. The photographers ran alongside us until, eventually, I suggested that we simply stood still for a few minutes to try and control the mayhem. Arline and Stephanie seemed as bewildered by it all as I was.


Some ten minutes later, we were sitting at a long table in a conference room. Here, we were confronted by the world’s press: American, British and Italian film crews and dozens of cameramen. We were not in confrontation with these people, who were only doing their jobs, but all the same we did not know how to react. Sixty or more cameramen, some only a foot away, thrust zoom lenses into our faces, while television cameras rolled in the background. It was a disquieting experience – yet, within all this mayhem, I could sense how much they felt for us.


Eventually, the room went quiet, and Stephanie bravely read the statement she had prepared for the press. She had written it only a short while before, and because she can speak Italian, she read two versions of it.


‘Mez,’ Stephanie began, ‘as she was fondly known to us and her friends, was someone special, who worked hard and cared about people.


‘As anyone who was fortunate enough to have known her would testify, she was one of the most beautiful, intelligent, witty and caring people you could ever meet. Nothing was too much for her. A loyal daughter, sister and friend.


‘She was excited at the prospect of spending a year in Italy, making new friends and immersing herself in the culture. She was pursuing her dreams. We can take comfort from the fact that she passed away at what was one of the happiest periods of her life.


‘It is no exaggeration to say that Mez touched the lives of everyone she met with her affection, personality, smile and sense of humour.


‘The sheer volume of tributes that poured in during the days following her passing bear testimony to the special girl we’ll always remember.


‘We loved her then, we love her still and she is still very much a part of our family for ever.’


It was a beautiful and moving speech and I felt so proud of her. Although the journalists had never met Meredith, I felt that Stephanie’s words brought a vivid impression of her into that crowded room.


When the press conference was completed, we were exhausted from the travelling and the meetings, and the strain of talking and listening through our grief. A quiet dinner had been arranged for us in a private room, a refuge from the frantic activity. We ate with two members of the British Consulate and the British ambassador and in honour of Meredith, who was so full of life, we tried to create a light-hearted atmosphere. It was a way of paying tribute to her. We talked about her and even raised our glasses to her. This is something we shall always do on every one of her birthdays, because Meredith’s memory remains with us so strongly – and I hope that, somewhere, she knows this is so.


The following day, we visited the church in Perugia’s main square, where so many of her friends from the town had lit candles for her, and left our own. I wondered if Meredith herself might have visited this church, and whether we were walking in her footsteps. Then, British Consulate staff drove us back to Florence, where we met and hired the services of a lawyer, Francesco Maresca. We had been presented with a list of lawyers by the consulate, and we felt that he seemed the most suitable. He was young, experienced and would be able to update us on what was happening when we returned to England. Without him, we would have been very much in the dark. This was essential, because we needed someone of that legal calibre to represent our interests and to keep us regularly informed as to what was happening. He was in a position to liaise with all the necessary people and authorities, and communicate to us on a regular basis.


From there, we took the flight home, preparing ourselves for the long wait before Meredith would be returned to England and we could finally lay her to rest. We could barely breathe a word to one another during the flight, and even when we did get back to England we were too stunned for a few days to discuss anything. Though still shell-shocked, only after those days had passed were we finally able to talk to John and Lyle about our trip to Perugia, and begin discussing what might have happened on the night of Meredith’s murder. At this stage not many details had emerged, and in any case, we couldn’t bear to speculate much; for the most part we only wanted to talk about our memories of Meredith. But we never imagined that it would be six long weeks before she would be flown home.
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Our Beautiful Girl


Being back in England, after the traumatic experiences of Perugia, was a difficult and confusing time. Everything seemed unreal. There wasn’t a second that passed when I didn’t wonder if this had all really happened, or question why. I would look at a photograph of Meredith, and believe that she was still here. Her face was everywhere – on the television, in the newspapers – and it was as if I was reading about someone else. Then, every time, there came the terrible realisation that this was real, that my family and I were trapped in a living nightmare. I kept trying to convince myself that she would one day be coming home.


Of course, we knew that when she returned, it would be for her to be buried in peace.


On the night that we came back to England, I went home to my flat and Stephanie stayed with her mother. It must have been tough for both of them, because they had seen Meredith at the mortuary, whereas I was still clinging to my memories of her alive. I could still see her smile and hear her laugh.


We spoke to John and Lyle about the trip to Perugia. At the time, John was working in electronics, setting up outside broadcasting systems, and Lyle was working in advertising. Their companies had both given them compassionate leave for a week, and it seemed as though they felt they had to be stoic about the events, being the other two males in the family. Although they spoke to their mother and tried to comfort her, comfort was a thing that none of us could get.


Stephanie and Meredith had always been incredibly close – and, indeed, Stephanie still feels close to Meredith, even after all this time. They loved and valued each other, and were friends as well as sisters. As Stephanie has said: ‘Meredith never knew how effortlessly beautiful she was.’


And Meredith felt the same way about her sister. When Stephanie was working at a health club for a promotions agency at which she worked part-time, Meredith said to me: ‘The girls are going to be drawn to her to sign up for the health club because they would want to be like her, and the men are going to be drawn to her stand because she is so attractive.’


I told Stephanie what Meredith had said, and she was really touched by it, but it was little consolation.


However, our attentions were now focused on the constant possibility that one of the defence teams representing the accused would demand a second autopsy on Meredith. This, they were arguing, was to try to determine the precise time of death. One autopsy was enough to contend with in our minds; a second was a prospect that we did not want to think about. To our relief, the request was denied. Yet it would still be six long weeks before Meredith would be returned to us to be laid to rest.


It was a dreadful period in our lives. Not one of us could comprehend why this had happened, who could have done such a terrible thing to such a beautiful young woman and for what reason. Graphic images kept invading my mind, even though, at this stage, we were not fully aware of the horrific facts of her death. All we knew was that Meredith had died from a knife wound to her throat. This was bad enough, but we were later to learn that she had actually sustained forty-seven other bruises and cuts prior to her death as she had fought for her life. I am glad we did not know at the time, for I do not know how I might have responded.


Stephanie was devastated by the events. She wrote, ‘From the moment that we received the call about travelling to Italy, soon after her passing, I knew that we had to go and look after Mez. I can’t even begin to imagine how my parents felt. I simply know how numb I was and how my mother’s sudden strength pulled us together.
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