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Prologue



The only path I’ve spent more hours walking than the loop around the prison yard was the path through my neighborhood to Oma’s house. My mom was single and raising two daughters, but we lived within walking distance of her mom, and just about every day after school, we’d strap the leashes on the dogs and walk as a pack over to Oma’s for dinner. Goulash, potatoes, and pickled red cabbage, zwetschgenknödel for dessert. On one of those walks, coming back from Oma’s house on a brisk fall evening, Mom said to me, “Amanda, I think you’re going to live an extraordinary life.”


My mom was in the habit of saying prophetic things offhand. Maybe that’s true of all moms, simply because they never know what random thing they say will land just right, planting itself in your mind forever. But I don’t think she could have imagined how out of the ordinary my life would be, or how painful. If she could have seen the future, her daughter thrown into a foreign prison, accused and convicted of a murder she didn’t commit, if she could have seen the death threats, the tabloid slander, the trauma rippling through our whole family for decades to come, would she have wished me a simple, ordinary life?


In the fall of 2007, a twenty-one-year-old British student named Meredith Kercher was studying abroad in Perugia, Italy. She shared a cottage with three roommates—two Italian law interns and an American girl. Two months into her stay, a burglar named Rudy Guede broke into her cottage when no one was home. When Meredith returned, Guede raped and killed her, then fled the country.


We know this beyond any doubt because Guede left his fingerprints and footprints in her blood; he left his DNA in and on her body. The MO of the break-in matched his previous burglaries. He was known to carry a knife. He later admitted to being at the scene. But before the forensic evidence came back identifying Guede, the authorities, desperate to find the killer, with the eyes of the global media upon them, questioned the American roommate for fifty-three hours over five days, in a foreign language, without a lawyer, eventually coercing her in the dead of night into signing statements that implicated herself and others. They arrested her and accused her of Meredith’s murder, all before a single piece of forensic evidence was analyzed.


I am that American roommate, and I should have been nothing more than a footnote in this tragic story. Instead, Guede was charged with the lesser crimes of conspiracy and rape in a separate fast-track trial. He was sentenced to thirty years, reduced to sixteen on appeal. And then I became the main event, along with a young Italian man named Raffaele Sollecito, with whom I’d been romantically involved for just a week.


The investigation and trial took two years, and the prosecution presented a baseless theory of a sex game gone wrong, a drug-fueled orgy that devolved into murder. In that story I was portrayed as a cunning manipulator, a sadist in sheep’s clothing who convinced my one-week fling, Raffaele, and Guede, a man whose name I didn’t even know, to rape my roommate and then hold her down so I could plunge in the knife.


There was precisely zero evidence to support this story, and mountains of evidence to refute it, but the media couldn’t get enough. They amplified every imagined detail, cementing the image of that character, the man-eater “Foxy Knoxy,” in the minds of millions around the world. When the trial finally reached a verdict, I assumed this absurd case would collapse like the house of cards it was, but instead, the judge pronounced, “Colpevole.” Guilty. The jury convicted Foxy Knoxy and sentenced her to twenty-six years in prison. But the guards couldn’t handcuff that invented person. They couldn’t escort that fiction into a cell. That was me, the naïve twenty-two-year-old exchange student; I was the one dragged back to that windowless prison van and driven once again to those high cement walls topped with barbed wire.


After four years in prison, I was acquitted on appeal in 2011 when independent experts concluded that the minuscule trace of DNA supposedly linking me to the crime was the result of lab contamination. I returned to my home in Seattle, bewildered and traumatized. But I was finally free, right? Not exactly. I was trapped in my childhood bedroom, hiding from the news cameras across the street, and psychologically stuck in a story that had taken on a life of its own. I was the girl accused of murder. Did she or didn’t she? Everyone I met already thought they knew who I was, what I had or hadn’t done, and what I deserved. I was threatened with abduction, torture, and death. Strangers sent me lingerie and love letters.


I didn’t feel free.


Then, two years later, prosecutors appealed my acquittal, arguing the verdict was “lacking in logic,” and it was overturned. I was retried in absentia, reconvicted of the same crime, and resentenced, this time to 28.5 years. Once again, I was a convicted killer, now facing extradition. Once again, the media cashed in, presenting me as a figure to be judged and condemned. Once again, I appealed.


The final ruling in my nearly eight-year legal ordeal was delivered on March 27, 2015, by the Court of Cassation, Italy’s highest court. They definitively acquitted me and my codefendant, Raffaele Sollecito, of the murder of Meredith Kercher, “per non aver commesso il fatto”—for not having committed the act. It was an unprecedented decision from the court, which usually remanded cases back to an appeals court for retrial. Instead, they exonerated us on the grounds of factual innocence, citing stunning errors in the prosecution’s case and culpable omissions, essentially wagging their finger at the state for ignoring exonerating evidence. It was a clear vindication after a series of Kafkaesque trials. This final ruling is now the legal truth in Italy regarding what happened to Meredith Kercher, but it is not the truth.


Meredith’s actual killer, Rudy Guede, was never held fully accountable for his actions; after serving just thirteen years, he was released from prison in 2020. In 2023 he was rearrested for assaulting another young woman. The final ruling from the Court of Cassation, while exonerating Raffaele and me, maintains several falsehoods: that I was present at the house the night of the murder, and that the murder was committed by multiple assailants. It also upheld my conviction for slander against Patrick Lumumba, a pub owner I worked for in Perugia whom I was coerced into naming as the murderer during the interrogation that led to my arrest. Even though I had been denied the assistance of an interpreter or an attorney, I was blamed for the outcome of that interrogation and sentenced to three years’ time served.


If that all sounds confusing, it’s because it is. And I am not the only one who was deeply unsatisfied with this result. It labeled me a convicted liar, and pointed to fictitious accomplices for a crime Guede clearly committed alone, both lessening his guilt and denying the Kercher family a sense of closure.


Then, in 2019, the European Court of Human Rights vindicated me further, ruling that my rights were violated during my interrogation. I used this ruling to sue Italy to overturn my slander conviction, and in October of 2023, the Court of Cassation did just that and sent the case back to the appellate level for retrial. I became a defendant yet again. And on June 5, 2024, I returned to the Court of Appeals in Florence to defend myself. In a decision that shocked me as well as the press, the court upheld my conviction, sentencing me yet again to three years’ time served. And I was forced to appeal yet again to Italy’s highest court. I am now awaiting that ruling from the Court of Cassation in the hope that they will overturn my last remaining conviction and legally clear my name once and for all. Believe it or not, eighteen years after my arrest, the legal drama is still not over. But none of that is what this book is about.


I wrote my memoir, Waiting to Be Heard, a year after I was released from prison, at the age of twenty-five, while I was still on trial. There were already thousands of news articles, dozens of books, and even a TV movie about what people thought had happened to me in Italy. A chorus of strangers had been authoring my experience for years, and I thought by adding my lone voice to that chorus, I might finally be able to move on. I was done being a tabloid staple, eager to return to my life as an anonymous college student.


If I’m consistently good at anything, it’s being naïve.


Waiting to Be Heard was my attempt to dispel the big lie—created by my prosecutor and furthered by the media—about who I was and what I had to do with Meredith’s murder. If you want the play-by-play of the investigation and the trials, I urge you to read it. But I’ve realized, as the years have passed and that haunted feeling has remained, that Waiting to Be Heard still wasn’t really my story. It was the story of what Rudy Guede had done to Meredith, and of what the Italian justice system had done to me. It was the story of what happened to me, and it left little room for anything I actually did.


The problem was, back then, I hadn’t done much. Or at least, that’s what it felt like. I had survived prison—that’s no small thing. And in the first part of this book, I’m going to take you into prison in a way I never have before. I’m also going to take you into the world of “freedom,” where I stumbled a lot trying to reintegrate, knowing Foxy Knoxy, the false version of me in the public imagination, was walking into every room before I entered. I’m going to show you how my loneliness and isolation began to dissipate when I connected with other wrongly convicted and publicly shamed people. Their stories gave me a glimpse of real freedom. But even so, I didn’t feel like the protagonist of my own story. My life was still the product of other people’s mistakes. No matter what I did, the world treated me like a killer or dismissed me as tabloid trash. I was lost. I was stuck in a tragic narrative that afforded me only two possible roles: villain or victim. And I feared that nothing I would ever do could define me more than the worst thing that ever happened to me.


I just wanted my old life back, but that life no longer existed. My face was in newspapers and magazines and on billboards in Times Square, but my world was so, so small. I had to try something else, be something else. That something else is what this book is about.


What I’ve only recently realized is that freedom is not a state of being. It’s a practice. And for the last few years, I’ve been making meaning out of my misfortune. I’ve been creating my own freedom. If Waiting to Be Heard answered the question “What?!,” this book answers the question “So what?” It is a road map of my personal evolution as I directly confront the existential problems I’ve faced ever since I was first arrested and charged for a terrible crime I didn’t commit: Could I ever be anything more than “the girl accused of murder”? Would I ever be truly “free”?


Trying to answer those questions led me to study stoicism, Zen Buddhism, and research on resilience and post-traumatic growth. I hope to share the wisdom I’ve gained from those disciplines and from my own reflections. It’s been said that pain is inevitable but that suffering is a choice. This book is a guide to making that choice—and then making that choice matter. It is the story of what I’ve accomplished despite overwhelming obstacles.


And what I’ve accomplished I owe in some sense to my antagonists, the people who locked me in a cell for years. And I have to thank life for testing me. But above all, I owe it to my mom, who, late one summer in my childhood, offered another offhand prophetic remark.


The blackberries were exploding in the alleyways between the small suburban houses on our block. I was maybe eight years old. I had been building forts deep in the blackberry bushes, riding my bike with the neighbor kids. After playing a breathless game of tag in our backyard, I went inside and asked Mom if I could make everyone peanut butter sandwiches. While helping me spread the peanut butter, she said, “Of all the things I hope for you, Amanda—that you’re successful, and smart—I hope most that you’ll be kind.”


She couldn’t have known that I would take her wish so deeply to heart that it would lead me to risk my safety and my freedom by returning to Perugia, an olive branch in hand, to meet face-to-face with my prosecutor, Dr. Giuliano Mignini.


That story is my story. It is a story that truly speaks to who I am in a way that all the things that have happened to me never could. My circumstances may be extraordinary, but the challenges I’ve faced are universal. We all want to persevere through hardship, and you don’t have to be in a prison cell to feel trapped in your own life. You can feel hemmed in by the stories others tell about you, even if they aren’t headlines splashed across international publications. I hope that my successes and my failures can be illuminating for your own journey toward equanimity, resilience, and wellbeing.


I thought about beginning this book with a quote. Perhaps this line often attributed to C. S. Lewis…




Hardship often prepares an ordinary person for an extraordinary destiny.




Or this from Viktor Frankl…



When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.




But I don’t need anyone else to speak for me. I can write my own damn quote.




To be free is to be powerful, and if your power is kindness, you are always free. No one can stop you from being kind.




—Amanda Knox
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Claustrophobia



FOR AS LONG AS I can remember, I’ve disliked small, enclosed spaces. When playing hide-and-seek, I hid behind things rather than in them, or better yet, in places with a vantage point—high up in tree branches, on top of the swing set. I’ve never willingly crawled into a snug spot, especially if it offered only one way out. Ever since I lost consciousness under water when I was six, I’ve had a fear of drowning—of some hostile element closing in on me from all sides. Growing up, I lived in a small, one-story house. I shared a room with my sister, Deanna. But I didn’t spend all that much time inside. Mostly, I was out in our backyard or biking around the neighborhood. We lived close to a greenbelt, and every day Mom would take us and the dogs for walks into the patch of woods where Deanna and I would run and leap, sticks for swords, playing at being Xena the warrior princess.


I was an outdoor kid, rain or shine. I took to camping like I was born in the woods. I even did some pretty vigorous backpacking during middle school: a five-day trip out on the Olympic peninsula, packing everything in and everything out, hiking at least five miles a day and pitching my own tent. At twelve, I was helping to build trails in state parks. All that felt normal in the Pacific Northwest. I knew that my home was bigger than my backyard. It didn’t occur to me not to roam, to fully immerse myself in the most compelling natural resources we had—the mountains and the forests.


In high school, I was out on the soccer pitch every single day. I especially loved those early mornings, frost on the grass, sun cresting the horizon, the adults cold, bundled, and grumbling, drinking coffee in the stands while I stretched and sprinted around the big, open field wearing just shorts and a t-shirt. It was as invigorating as a Russian ice bath. That wide-open space was synonymous with movement for me.


In college, I got into rock climbing and went on weekend trips to go bouldering. My then-boyfriend, DJ, and I did a lot of camping, even in the middle of winter. There is something magical about how quiet the world gets when it’s blanketed in snow. Deep in the woods, I loved listening to the dripping of water, the rustling of small animals, the crunch of snow under my feet as we walked through dense forest to emerge onto a precipice with a view stretching to distant peaks. Camping was so essential to me that I couldn’t imagine going to Italy without bringing my camping gear. And it took up a lot of space! I had visions of camping on the banks of Lago Trasimeno, just outside of Perugia.


By the time I arrived in Italy, I knew all this about myself. Expansiveness was a deep part of me, and it informed every aspect of my personality. I choose to face the anxiety of the unknown over the despair of the known every time. I am not the kind of person who will stay in an unhappy relationship or an unsatisfying job because I’m afraid of change. I’ll chop off twenty inches of hair that took me three years to grow just to see what I look like with a pixie cut.


So you can imagine how I reacted to being trapped in a small concrete box for four years. Or, for that matter, for hours overnight in an interrogation room.


The thing is, I didn’t know it was an interrogation room. I didn’t know I was being interrogated. It wasn’t like what you see on TV: an empty room but for a table and two chairs, a one-sided mirror across the wall, a cop slamming down a folder full of crime scene photos, You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you… It was just a small, cramped office; there were two desks, file cabinets, framed certificates and photos on the walls. It was a room I, and Meredith’s other roommates and friends, had already spent countless hours in over the last few days, answering questions as collaborators with the investigation.


“The pubblico ministero is here to see you,” Officer Rita Ficarra said matter-of-factly, seemingly oblivious to the fact that I was curled up in the fetal position. My head was still ringing from the buzzing of my cell phone—my mom’s attempts to contact me that Ficarra did not allow me to respond to—and the feel of Ficarra’s hand slapping me as she shouted, “Remember! Remember!” The interrogation had gone on and on into the early hours of the morning, as a rotating cast of officers twice my age had badgered me with the same questions in a language I barely understood, refusing my answers again and again, until I started doubting my own sanity, and I began to believe them when they said that I was so traumatized by something I’d witnessed that I’d blacked it out. Threatened with thirty years in prison, I leapt out the only window they offered me, unsure how high up I was or where I might land. It didn’t feel like a choice. I had to escape that cage of circular questioning. I signed the statements they typed up implicating myself and others—my boyfriend, Raffaele Sollecito, and my boss, Patrick Lumumba. “You need to talk to the pubblico ministero about what you remember,” Ficarra said.


“Pubblico ministero”… it was a deceptively easy term to translate—“public minister”—but what did that mean? I thought back to a call I’d received from a representative at the UW, my hometown university, a day or so after the news of Meredith’s murder broke. She’d expressed her condolences and said something about local government officials being there to assist me—with what, I wasn’t sure. Perhaps this was what she had meant. I guessed the pubblico ministero was someone like the mayor, come to my rescue. Would he let me out of this tiny room?


Ficarra started clearing her seat and desk. While she shuffled papers around, I tried again: “I’m really confused right now. I don’t feel like this is remembering…”


She didn’t even look up. “Pazienza. Your memories will come back.”


Then the pubblico ministero, my rescuer, appeared in the doorway. He struck me as an old-man version of my stepdad, on the heavier side, with a round face that sat like a scoop of ice cream on his suit collar. He had a brusque, businesslike demeanor; he didn’t so much greet me as acknowledge my presence as he sat down behind Ficarra’s desk. But he was calm, and after being screamed at all night, I actually felt hopeful that, together, we’d be able to straighten everything out.


His name, he reminded me, was Dr. Giuliano Mignini. Apparently, we had already met outside my house on one of the days previous. But I didn’t remember him, had no recollection of ever seeing his face, which only made me doubt myself further. He wanted to hear what I had to say, he said.


Relieved, I launched into desperate rambling. My mom was on her way to Perugia and trying to contact me. I was trying to help, really, but I was scared and confused after a nightmare of a night. He glanced at the statement I’d signed earlier. “You’re scared of this…


Mr. Lumumba?”


“I don’t know? I’m just… scared… and confused.”


His brow furrowed, and he began walking me through the vague and confused scenario represented in the document and asked for further details. Every time I tried to explain that I didn’t know if those fuzzy and disconnected images were memories or things I’d imagined, he pushed back. “What do you mean you don’t know? You must have heard something. Why are you hitting your head? Why are you crying?” I could muster only meek, self-deprecating complaints about being hit and yelled at. I felt his impatience, his incredulity, and my heart sank. Even he, the mayor, or whoever he was, couldn’t, or wouldn’t, believe me. Talking to him was like knocking on a stone wall, hoping it would open. Defeated, I gave up a second time. I agreed to his suggestions. I signed his paperwork. I would do what they said until I could see my mom again. It would only be a few hours until she arrived in Perugia. We would get a hotel room, and we would get some rest, and then she would help me straighten everything out.


I dissociated. It was like playing hide-and-seek with myself; I was safe drifting above and at a distance, merely observing as they took me into another room and told me to strip naked. A male doctor minutely examined my neck, my hands, my genitals and pointed out details for a photographer, reassuring me that they were only looking for signs of sexual violence. They snapped metal cuffs around my wrists, reassuring me that it was merely a formality, and ushered me down the stairs and out into the parking lot.


“Where are we going?” I asked finally.


“You are being taken to a holding place for your own protection,” a male police officer said. “It will only be for a few days.”


It was early morning in Casa Circondariale Capanne. I was escorted by a man and a woman wearing military uniforms. The man was like a half-melted candle; his back was hunched, the skin on his face drooped, and he flickered warm to cold, eager to indifferent. The woman reminded me of a vampire—pale, with perfectly styled hair dyed blood red. Downstairs, after my handcuffs had been removed, the man introduced himself as Vice Commandante Argirò, and as if to affirm his own importance, he insisted that I was to ask for the vice commandante, and only the vice commandante, should I need to talk. (“Vice Commandante”—Vice Commander—but what did that mean?) The woman simply introduced herself as Agente.


Our footsteps echoed over the cement floors of a long hallway lined on either side with doors unlike any I had ever seen: they were solid sheets of metal with no handles, just a hole where the handle should be, and a small viewing window closed with a shutter. It was quiet; I assumed that the rooms behind these doors were empty. When we reached the last door at the end of the hallway, Agente turned a large metal key in the lock, and used the key as a handle to open it, revealing another door, this one made of steel bars—again, no handle. Agente used the same key to open this door as well.


Inside, there was a steel bed frame painted pumpkin orange, a green foam mattress, and a coarse wool blanket. Vice Commandante Argirò led me inside and pointed to a boxy object mounted six feet up on the wall wrapped in a black garbage bag and duct tape. “Don’t touch!” he barked, “and don’t speak to anyone.” This last part confused me; there was no one else here. And it was like he was admonishing me, like he, too, was mad at me.


As I searched his and Agente’s faces for some indication of my status—was I a guest, under their protection, or a pest, under their boot?—Vice Commandante Argirò marched out of the room, and Agente closed and locked both doors behind them.


The quiet and the cold closed in on me. I thought about my mom, how she probably thought I was dead. I started to panic, hyperventilating. This was all a big mistake. This was all my fault. And what was this room? Why were there bars? But then I reminded myself what they had promised: They were keeping me here for my own protection. It would only be for a few days. I cried myself to sleep.


It was not “a few days.” It was 1,428 days, and if it were up to the police and prosecution, including one Dr. Giuliano Mignini, I never would have left.


The next morning, still cold, still numb, lying on my bunk, my gaze averted from the locked door, I heard knocking. It was soft but firm, unobtrusive and unmistakable, as if to say, “I’m here! I hope that’s all right…” From the very beginning he was different. He knocked.


I turned and rose from the bed obediently. The outer metal door opened on a man with a squarish, stubbly face, his brown eyes almost hidden behind self-transitioning rectangular glasses. He wore a fleece pullover with a zippered collar, a casual blazer, slacks, and sneakers. Compared to the crisp lines and perfectly plucked eyebrows of so many of the cops and prison officials, his relaxed style felt almost… Pacific Northwest.


Even so, I approached warily. I think he interpreted this as shyness, but I wasn’t shy, and I never have been. It wasn’t shyness that kept my head bowed and my body recoiled, that had me communicating in muted gestures and muttered words.


I realized who—or what—he was by the small silver cross pinned to the collar of his blazer.


“Hello,” he said, his voice like honey mixed with sand. “Do you understand Italian?”


I understood that sentence at least. I nodded.


“I’m Don Saulo,” he said. “I’m a priest. I’m here to help. Would you like to talk?”


I shook my head apologetically. “I’m not religious.”


This is what I’d told the nun who had come by earlier that morning in her starched gray habit. She’d told me that I was no better than an animal without God.


But the priest merely chuckled, which surprised me. “How about I ask the agente to bring you down to my office in a little bit? We can talk about whatever you want.”


I thought about the invitations to talk I’d been offered by the police, by the pubblico ministero, by Vice Commandante Argirò, and how none of them ever felt like a choice. “Okay,” I said.


He nodded goodbye and gently pushed the outer door partially closed, not to shut me in, but out of politeness.


A while later, Agente opened the barred door and gestured for me to step outside. She followed close behind as I walked down the deserted hallway, now bright from light streaming through the window at the far end. I could feel the eyes of invisible women peering out from their own partially closed doors.


Through a barred gate, down the stairs, through another barred gate, into another hallway. Don Saulo’s office was narrow, with a low couch on the left and a tall cabinet on the right. Past these, the old priest sat at his desk facing the door, the sunlight haloing him from the window at the far end of the room. He looked up as I entered, thanked Agente, who closed the door behind me, and gestured for me to sit in the chair across from him. I obeyed.


I don’t remember how he broke the ice. By asking me how I was doing? All I know is that I found myself gushing desperation. “There’s been a mistake. I didn’t do it. I shouldn’t be here. No one believes me. No one believes me!”


He reached across the table and patted my hand, saying something along the lines of “You’re here for a reason.” He meant it in the “God is looking out for you” kind of way, but I couldn’t help hearing it as “Well, you must have done something,” and I silently castigated myself for my stupidity.


I tried to explain: “I’m innocent, but they yelled at me, and I got confused. Now the police are mad at me. They won’t listen. They don’t believe me.… Do you believe me?” I was rambling, unraveling. It’s not that I needed him of all people to believe me; I just needed someone to believe me.


He covered my hand with his own, protectively, and chose his next words carefully. “I believe you are… sincere,” he said. Again, he meant to be kind. He didn’t know me, he didn’t know what happened; what else could he say? But still, I couldn’t help hearing it as “I believe you want to be innocent.” I was crushed. Slowly, dejectedly, I withdrew my hand and held it in my lap.


I had nothing to say; no—there was nothing I could say. His kindness rolled off me like rain off a stone statue in a deserted piazza.


It took me a while to realize that the room I was kept in was in fact a cell, my cell, that the outer metal door was called a “blindo,” and to learn that “Agente” meant “guard.” Eventually, I would come to consider the red-haired woman who locked me in that first night and all the other guards as one many-faced Agente. Even their interchangeability was a kind of box that no message or plea could penetrate. Even the priest was separated from me by the infinite distance of divinity. It seemed there was no one in this place I could reach. I was trapped not only by the walls of my cell and by the barrier of language, but by the indifference of those who kept me here.


Someone—the police? the warden?—ordered that I be kept in isolation for the duration of the investigation, so for my first eight months of prison I had no access to common areas. I was not, however, in solitary confinement. For the first several weeks, I shared a cell with one other woman. Scabs covered her body from her incessant and compulsive scratching. I don’t know how long she’d been locked up. When Agente moved me in with her, she reassured me that she was a veteran of sorts. I could only imagine what traumas she’d endured. Whatever they were, they left her irritable and erratic. Navigating her mood swings meant staying small and quiet—yet another way I felt trapped.


In my life before prison, I’d had the invisible luxury of spending time in places that radiated freedom—the woods, the wide-open soccer pitch, the family trips each summer to Lake Roosevelt in Eastern Washington. I gravitated to those places. It didn’t feel like a choice. Now, walled off from that open world, freedom felt like an impossibility.


I took every chance I could to leave my cell, pacing circles in the small courtyard adjacent to the chapel reserved for me alone. I did jumping jacks, I jogged, I skipped. Even when it was pouring rain, I circled that courtyard like a dog at a fence line, feeling the blood pump through my body, calming me.


And I sang. I sang the Beatles, Dido, the Eagles. I sang Christmas songs, “The Star-Spangled Banner.” I sang every song I knew by heart. It was enough to feel the vibrations in my body and to hear my voice echo down the hallways and out beyond the prison walls, a small sliver of me riding the wind.


As the days passed, I learned that how free I felt in any given moment was as much about my physical reality as my point of view—literally. If my view was the locked door, I started hyperventilating. If my view was the old stone tower on the hillside a few kilometers from the prison, or the tiny bunnies frolicking in the grass below, that changed everything. That choice was always available to me. And when I chose not to stare at the many things boxing me in, I became free to discover possibilities within that concrete box that I never could have anticipated. I began to sketch the contours of a small circumscribed life, a life I never would have chosen for myself, but a life worth living.















Possessed



I’VE LOVED BOOKS FOR AS long as I can remember. I have my schoolteacher mom to thank for that. Some of my earliest memories are of sitting in her lap, flipping page after page. I was also the kid dressed in my homemade wizard cloak, waiting in line at midnight to purchase the next installment of the Harry Potter series. When I wasn’t running around outside, I was cuddled up with a dog and a book. I got deep into manga in middle school—Magic Knight Rayearth, Sailor Moon, Ranma Nibun-no-Ichi—which inspired me to spend three weeks in Japan at age fourteen. In college, I fell in love with Shakespeare. I loved immersing myself not just in the intricate plots and unforgettable characters but in the words. I’d get chills when a scene or a sentence unfolded just so through unique combinations of linguistic flourish and restraint, with turns of phrase that were events in and of themselves. By the time I was preparing for my study abroad in Perugia, I was enamored of the Italian language, which sounded so singsong to my ear, all those vowels at the ends of all the words. I figured I’d have countless hours to peruse Italian bookstores, searching for “authentic” copies of Invisible Cities, The Decameron, and Pinocchio.


A few days after I was arrested, I asked for a dictionary. I had tried to order deodorant and a hairbrush from the commissary list, and accidentally ended up with a beard comb and hair remover cream. I had attempted asking Agente about access to a washing machine to do my laundry and was pointed to the bidet in the bathroom. Agente took pity on me and gave me magazines other inmates were throwing out. Translating them, looking up words one by one in the dictionary, was a slog. A few weeks into my stay, I painfully and begrudgingly overcame my sense of denial and acknowledged to myself that I really wasn’t going home “in a few days” as the police had promised. As consolation, I held out hope that I might eventually be returned to the custody of my family on some kind of house arrest. In the meantime, I finally asked for a book. Agente brought me down to the library, a glorified closet next to the warden’s office, and allowed me to pick out a single volume. The closet was mostly filled with Italian romance novels. There were a few Italian classics that I knew nothing about: L’Amore Molesto by Elena Ferrante, Il Gattopardo by Giuseppe di Lampedusa, I Promessi Sposi by Alessandro Manzoni. But then I had what felt like the only stroke of good fortune I’d had in a long time: I saw a copy of Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire in Italian.


I struggled through that book with unbridled joy. Having read it at least four times in English, I knew what was happening even when I couldn’t parse a sentence. And that was often. Especially at the beginning, I got stuck a dozen times on every page. Every time I did, I would write that sentence down in a notebook and deconstruct it with the Italian-English dictionary until I figured it out. Harry Potter was crucial in helping me learn Italian.


I was eventually allowed up to three books in my cell, but there wasn’t much to choose from in that impoverished library. My family occasionally brought me books, but they often didn’t know what to get me—they were reading things like the Twilight series, which was not my style. But in those early days, Giuseppe Leporace, an Italian professor at the University of Washington, arranged for me to keep earning credit through independent study. He sent me packets of Italian poetry, parables, and short stories like those in Il Novellino, to analyze and translate into English.


As I was still in isolation, I wasn’t allowed to do things like visit the school room, where an elementary school teacher volunteered once a week to help teach inmates how to read and write. I thought she might be able to help me translate one of the poems Professor Leporace had sent me. I asked Agente if the teacher could come visit my cell when she had a moment. She arrived in a huff. I told her about the poem I was translating, and she scoffed and said I was wasting her time. After refusing to help me, she left. Her look said it all: Who do you think you are? Poetry? You’re never getting out of here.


Aside from my three books, I wasn’t allowed much in my cell. Two pairs of shoes, five pairs of socks, two pens, one metal plate… In prison, everything you have is numbered. There was not much logic to the rules around possessions. Though we were allowed to have a camp stove that produced an open flame, we couldn’t have nutmeg—presumably because a woman on the cellblock had tried to snort it. We could clean with bleach, but we were forced to wear socks on our hands when it got cold, because we weren’t allowed to wear gloves.


Aside from my books, my most precious belongings in my cell were the photographs of my family and friends. After months and months in isolation, with only brief, limited contact with anyone outside of Capanne, that world and everyone who occupied it started to feel like half-forgotten dreams. To remind myself of my mother’s realness—her relentless optimism, her Seahawks shirts covered in dog hair, her voice—I would prop a picture of her against the wall as I wrote her a letter. I did that with each family member, trying to really visualize them as I wrote. I was allowed to keep ten photographs with me at a time. I have a big family, which meant choosing which ten people I wanted to be able to imagine clearly that week. Then I would have to write a “domandina”—a request form—to the warden asking to swap out one batch of photos for another, trading this cousin for that one, letting one friend into my immediate world while another lost definition in the fuzzy strokes of memory as they were sealed back into the storage locker where the prison kept all those things I was not allowed to have in my cell.


That storage locker eventually filled up with books thanks to two Italian men: Rocco Girlanda, a local politician, and his colleague, Corrado Daclon. Representatives of the Italy USA Foundation, they worked to establish ties of friendship between the United States and Italy. They asked me if I needed anything, and I said one word: Libri. From that day on, my literary world expanded dramatically. Rocco and Corrado brought me as many books as I could devour by my favorite Italian authors: Umberto Eco, Alberto Moravia, Italo Svevo, Leonardo Sciascia.


I was still allowed just three books in my cell at a time, and had to beg Agente once a week to go into storage and swap them out for others. I don’t know exactly how many books I read in prison. My best guess is I read around two hundred books during my entire stay at Capanne.


I’ll mention just one: Man’s Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl. This book was both a model and an inspiration for me. Simply put, it’s a stark account of Frankl’s life in a concentration camp, and a meditation on how others can learn from his experience. Frankl went on to develop and popularize logotherapy and existential analysis, which concerned itself with helping people realize meaning in their lives. It was not just his practical advice (look for ways to make each individual moment valuable; discover a unique vocation that only you can accomplish) but his raw nerve to exist in the face of hopeless struggle that resonated, and continues to resonate, with me.


The edition I had in prison was black with gold lettering, and it was the closest thing I had to a “How to Survive Prison” manual. Obviously, I was not being tortured to the extent that prisoners in concentration camps were, and I was not subject to starvation and slave labor, but there were parallels to Frankl’s experiences and those of my fellow prisoners. I, too, was shocked upon admission, and struggled with feelings of apathy as I slowly became accustomed to my new reality. I depersonalized, feeling as if I were watching myself from outside and above my own body. I witnessed how bitterness poisoned the personalities of many of the women around me—prisoner and agente alike—but also how some “decent” agenti and prisoners resisted the pull of moral deformity, quietly finding a sense of purpose, either through work or in caring for others, embodying a sense of dignity despite their circumstances.


That sense of dignity, especially, was a gift from Frankl’s book, and from the world of books in general. Books were my escape from the clatter and the overwhelming sadness of Capanne. They were my tutors in the language I would need to navigate the prison world safely and to defend myself in court. They were my therapists and my gurus, and my friends when my flesh-and-blood peers were across the planet. And even as they came to represent such noble things to me, the indignity of prison was visited upon them as well. If you were to peruse my library now, you could identify many of the books I read in prison by their missing spines. We weren’t allowed hardcover books, and so when my family or supporters sent me one, the cardboard cover and spine had to be ripped off, leaving a wiggly bundle of pages swimming inside its dust jacket. Still, they remained beautiful in their disfigurement.


But as precious as my books and photographs were, the longer my stay at Capanne stretched on, it was the immaterial things that I began to truly treasure. Even my body, like all the other possessions I had in that environment, wasn’t really under my control. Full-body pat-downs were a multi-daily occurrence, and I had to strip naked before and after each visitation. My body was trapped in a box; it moved from one box to another at the whim of others. Do you own a thing if you don’t get to choose how and when to make use of it?


What I could control was my mind—my thoughts and memories, my sense of myself. I protected these fiercely, even as the world was swirling with falsehoods about who I was, what I thought, what I cared about, and what I deserved. But none of that could change what I knew to be true, and none of that truth could be taken away from me.


Material things can reveal your inner world—you can tell a lot about a person by what objects they surround themselves with—but material things don’t create that inner world, or sustain it, even if it seems like they do. The Does it bring you joy? test, popularized by Marie Kondo, may be a good strategy for evaluating whether to keep or donate the things that fill up your life, but analyzing possessions in isolation—Does this pair of shoes bring me joy?—doesn’t answer the aggregate question: How much stuff should you have, even if it all individually brings you joy? For me, it’s certainly more than three books and ten photographs, but being forced to live that spartan lifestyle shifted my baseline and helped me to realize that while there are certain physical necessities for survival—food, water, and shelter—any sustainable form of joy or peace must come from within. It can’t be grounded in what you can hold, what you can buy, or what you can treasure. No thing has that power. Life is inevitably going to deliver upsets and left turns and catastrophes. Your things will be ruined, lost, or given away. But it’s possible to detach your joy from things entirely, while still finding pleasure in that photograph of your mother or that spineless copy of Dante’s Divine Comedy. It’s not the paradox it seems. I learned to value what I had precisely because it could all be taken away in an instant. When I was stripped of nearly everything, the one thing I still had was myself, and I was enough.















Ikigai



SHE FIRST CAME TO ME a good year into my imprisonment, once I had been moved into gen-pop, my trial was underway, and it was dawning on me how much trouble I was really in. She sat on the bunk next to me, cross-legged. She was eleven years old, maybe twelve. Her hair was long and tangled, her face freckled. She wore an oversize red-and-black flannel shirt that draped her skinny, athletic body. She had a curious energy about her, and she looked at me as if to say, What the heck are you doing here?


I still didn’t have a satisfying answer to that question. I had long since given up on the possibility of house arrest, and I was frightened by how the prosecution’s case was developing. Dr. Giuliano Mignini and his colleagues had dreamed up a scenario that didn’t make sense unless you were forced to grant the premise: Amanda must be guilty. Which meant that it wasn’t enough that I was simply not guilty; I had to somehow prove my innocence. And I didn’t know how.
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