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Crime Scene


1 November, midnight


In death, her body is still beautiful – dark and lithe. She looks as though she has been aroused from a deep sleep. Though brown, her eyes appear green – more Indian silk than emerald. Bright, striking even. And rimmed with long, pointy lashes that curve gently towards her ears. Striking, even in death.


The whites of her eyes are unblemished and healthy. There is no sign of cannabis red-eye. No capillaries bloated by alcohol. No cracking micro-fissures across the smooth sclerotic coat. Just gleamy emulsion-white.


Dark-brown hair, youthful and shiny, tumbles down across her shoulders. But the ends are matted with blood. Caked with pints of congealed matter almost as dark as the strands. Blood that has run down her neck under gravity from an untidy rip wound under her chin. A hole that is the size of her mouth. Someone has carved another mouth – gouged a second mouth – on the left side of her neck. A flap of flesh, which should cover the gape like a lid, protrudes from her neck like a tongue. The subcutaneous fat is silvery-grey. The hole is pulled wide by the weight of her head, which is tilted backwards and resting on the tiled floor. Perfectly white inside, the elastic tissue on the opposite side of the hole has rolled itself up until it looks like a top lip, rising over the wound. Fibres hang down from it. The bloodstain on the loose skin around the hole is criss-crossed by wrinkle lines.


Her head is turned to the left. And her left hand, heavily blooded, is raised and pointing towards the wound. This is why I am dead. The gesture is subtle. The first finger is arched like a hand on a Roman statue or a Renaissance painting. Not sharp or aggressive. In peace. Intelligent. In her way. There is something about her in this hand gesture. Even in death.


The fingertip is completely red down to the joint in the middle, as though it has been dipped neatly into a can of paint. The index finger, spattered and streaked, is crossed over the third. In hope. For help. Even when she is dead.


Her right hand is similarly composed. But clean. A few smudges, drier stains maybe. Her nails are shiny: professionally glossed and tinted white, a basic standard even for a student, especially in the land that invented looking good. On her wrist there is a black band; her arm is straightened by her side.


White cap-sleeve T-shirt. Sea-green psychedelic motif on the front. Ribbed, long-sleeved woollen jumper underneath. The top is scrunched upwards, revealing most of her breasts. Both of them are pulled flatter and outwards by her raised left arm and the slight backwards tilt of her upper body, making them seem smaller than their actual size. The middle section of her top, which should have covered her cleavage, is soaked with blood. Stale blood that has run, even trickled, under low pressure from the artery in the depths of the gash. Blood that should have been going to her head and then back to her heart to be re-energized with life and pumped back into circulation.


Instead, the leaking fluid has spread evenly and gently, over time and under gravity, over her chest. Gradually losing kinetic energy and settling into a natural shape – a rough rectangle between the arch of her breast and the bottom of her neck. Either side of this vertical stripe, the cotton is white and less bloodstained. Lower down, there are spots of blood on the flesh of the cleavage itself. But fewer on the arches of her breast and none on her nipples.


Above her shoulder, her hair is scraggy and bewitched now. Curls flattened into damp clumps, rinsed by blood into sharply defined follicular blades that are stuck to the floor. The worst bits are soaked into a hair-and-blood soup, so black it glistens. Her head is leaning on a brown, soft leather boot. The creases in her earlobe are filled with dried blood. But the inner ear is white – greasy and marblesque. Her nose is blocked with plugs of solid dried blood.


Her eyebrows are thin and neat. In life she was well groomed but now her face is streaked and spattered with fat, ugly droplets. Blood rolling down her cheek, more squirrelly-chubby than high bone structure, but still pretty. This time from powerful jets of oxygenated blood from a severed artery on the right-hand side of her neck. A hole in the main thyroid artery. Near the splice, there is a second knife wound, much smaller than the first. A nick almost, no longer than a thumbnail, on the neck’s right side.


The patterns of blood are evidence of the power of her heart. Pumping fresh blood to the neck and head under high pressure. Spurts several feet long, freaking out anyone who may have seen it happening. Making them run away in fright. In surprise. And not return until it’s over. Unless they were a battlefield surgeon or natural born killer.


Her teeth are white. Brilliantly clean, straight and strong. There are photographs on the wall behind her head. Group shots, Meredith smiling with her mates. Backpacking. In pubs. At parties. A family meal with her mum, big, round pizzas filling their plates. Her lips are full and pouting. The shadow of decay has given her a peculiar beauty, like ripe olives on the point of falling. Her waist is slender and exposed, but curves out onto her legs. Long, athletic, smooth. Left leg ramrod straight like a ballet dancer’s. The right is bent at the knee, at 100 degrees. Feet are browner than her legs. Her toenails painted shocking pink, but careworn and scribbly. Neglected in winter.


On her neck there is a pair of faint bruises, one each side of her windpipe. Marks left by the assailant’s hand, suggesting strangulation before she was stabbed. But the order of battle is irrelevant now. The blood from the first knife wound drips into her windpipe. And creeps along, down into her lungs. Slow. Teasing. But unstoppable. Drowning her in her own life. Until she is dead.


The world is not ready for this horror just yet. The body is shrouded, the shame of it covered by a shabby beige quilt. Only her left foot is sticking out from underneath, and the top part of her head, from the nose upwards. Clothes are strewn around her. Red and white retro Puma trainers, standard student issue. A pair of Levi’s. A pocket Collins Italian dictionary. White bra. Brown lacy underwear, with a turquoise apple pattern. A grubby silk handbag containing a W. H. Smith receipt. A paperback by Ian McEwan, Enduring Love, on top of a dresser next to letters and postcards home. They’re stamped but unposted, the top one addressed to her father. A vampire’s costume, left over from a Halloween party the day before, sits at the bottom of a cupboard.


Outside, the wind rustles the trees in the valley directly below her room. An icy, stabbing wind that rushes in from the Steppes, through the Balkans and into the Apennine mountains of central Italy.


Stubbornly, the draught penetrates under her door. Somewhere in the tumbledown farmhouse, a window is open. A shutter bangs against the sill. The moonlight is strong – the full moon was up only five days before – casting a shimmer over the creeping yellow moss on the roof. Like phosphor luminescence on a calm sea. But the murder scene is dark – the curtains are closed.
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First Clue Found


1 November, 22:30


Meredith Kercher’s body might have remained undiscovered for a long time, possibly for ever, if the killer or killers had had time to move it. Only the murderers knew the corpse was there, slowly putrefying under a tatty duvet, in an empty flat. No one, it seems, had been alerted to the crime. No one outside her room had heard her screams, or at least had not come forward. Her secret silenced by the ancient city walls of Perugia that loomed above her cottage. One more unspeakable truth absorbed into the dripping, porous stone. One more lost soul swallowed up by the city’s 3000-year history of violence and intrigue.


The lack of disturbance bought vital time for the culprit or culprits. Time to dispose of the body. To clean the scene of the crime. To plot and scheme an alibi.


To run – if need be.


But not much time. No one had taken into account the variable of chance – the sworn enemy of the criminal and the saviour of police detectives. The million-to-one chance that mutates providently into luck.


At around the same time as Meredith was being murdered, an old woman in a neighbouring house received a strange phone call.


‘Don’t use your toilet, there’s a bomb in it,’ said the young man’s voice on the end of the line, hyper but menacing. Mrs Elisabetta Lana, a prim and rather formal Italian pensioner, was startled. She lived in a well-appointed villa about half a mile away from Meredith’s house. Firstly, she was taken back by the rudeness of someone calling so late. In the manner of the older generation, she was disapproving of 24-hour texts, mobiles and emails. It was 22:00 on Thursday, 1 November 2007. To make matters worse, today was a holy day. And, like many Italians, she was a devout Catholic who observed it quietly. Then, as she thought about it more, Mrs Lana panicked, in the way that old people are prone. ‘I’ve just been told my toilet might explode.’


A younger person, tired and not long in from work, might have written it off as a prank call and put it out of their mind. Perugia was, after all, a university town, full of high-on-life students not averse to practical jokes and rag-week mischief. But she was old and she was a stickler for the correct procedure. Mrs Lana called the police.


Like policemen all over the world, hassled and working through the graveyard shift, the officers who arrived at the blackened iron gates of Mrs Lana’s house had better things to do. The usual backlog of calls was mounting up – drug addicts kicking off in the town square, burglaries, domestic disputes . . . never-ending, petty, provincial town crime. In addition, down the winding road at the bottom of the hill, Meredith Kercher was in the process of being killed or had been killed. But they didn’t know that yet.


The last thing the officers needed was a cranky old woman convinced that Al Qaeda was carrying out operations in her bathroom. As they waited for Mrs Lana to come to the door, one of the police officers studied the coat of arms painted in gold and pink on a ceramic white tile above the intercom. The square and compasses, the universally identifiable symbol of freemasonry, signifying morality and the control of desire. This symbol was stamped on buildings, ancient and new, for miles around. Perugia was a freemasons’ town. The controversial secret society had dominated the hilltop fort for hundreds of years. More recently, powerful local members had been accused of taking part in and covering up a string of horrific sex murders. The murders went back a quarter of a century, but the possible connection of a prominent local doctor had come to light in 2003 and the investigation had wrought havoc among the upper classes of Perugia and Florence.


Mrs Lana opened the creaking gates and the policemen politely checked her bathroom. They gave her the all-clear and calmed her down: ‘No bomb in there. It was hoax call,’ one of the officers presumed. ‘Probably a student who still thinks it’s Halloween.’


The festival of the occult had been marked the previous evening on 31 October by a stream of fancy-dress parties. Trick-or-treat was now a big deal, even in Perugia, especially since the influx of exchange students from America and the UK who brought with them their traditions of mayhem and an excuse to get drunk. The officers were right first time. The police would eventually trace the call to a youthful prankster using up free credit on his mobile phone before it ran out. No big deal.


Even so, in line with procedure, they told Mrs Lana that she was free to make a statement the following morning to the Postal Police, who specialize in telephone and internet crime. Again, a younger and busier resident might not have followed through. But Mrs Lana felt it was her duty – and what else did she have to do?


As Mrs Lana left for the Postal Police station the next morning on Friday, 2 November, fate intervened that would trigger one of the biggest murder investigations of modern times in Italy. At around 10:00 she noticed an Ericsson mobile phone lying on her garden path. Innocently, she thought it must belong to one of the police officers who had come round the previous evening. The chain of mundane events that had started with a hoax call was now gathering meaning of a momentous nature, although at this point she couldn’t have possibly known that.


Mrs Lana took the mobile with her to the Postal Police station. While she was making her statement, complaining about the irresponsible teenagers who had ruined her night, her daughter popped around to her house. While Mrs Lana’s daughter was walking in the garden she came across a second mobile phone, a Motorola, near where the first had been discovered. The Motorola, too, eventually turned up in the police station. The police officer took out the SIM card and put it in a test mobile to see if he could trace the owner. Expertly, he plucked out the digits and ‘span’ them through a central computer. Italy’s police have a wealth of personal information at their fingertips. Controversially, unlike the UK force, they can tap into phone conversations more or less at will.


Bingo! The name of the owner of the first phone, the Ericsson, popped up on the screen: Filomena Romanelli, a legal assistant living in at 7 Pergola Road, at the bottom of the hilly pass where Mrs Lana lived. The second belonged to Meredith Kercher, a 21-year-old exchange student from the suburbs of London in England, who lived in the same digs as Filomena.


‘It looks like there’s been some kind of robbery,’ the Postal Policeman explained to a bemused Mrs Lana. ‘The thief probably stole these mobile phones from this house at the bottom of the hill, where these girls live. Ran up to your villa at the top, where it’s quieter, realized they’re of little value and tossed them over the cliff to dispose of them. They may or may not be related to the hoax call.’


The copper continued with his hypothesis: ‘It was probably dark when they threw them. They’ve missed the ravine, and the phones have landed accidentally in your path.’


Mrs Lana’s backyard overlooks a steep slope that falls sharply into the valley below. It is heavily overgrown with trees and bushes, an ideal place to dispose of evidence. If the phones had fallen just a few yards further, they would have certainly gone over the edge of the cliff, down into a 50m gully, straight into a thick scrub of nettles, and probably been lost for ever amid the untidy piles of fly-tipped masonry and plastic detritus. And the officers of the Postal Police might never have gone to Meredith’s home that morning of 2 November 2007.


The police left Mrs Lana and drove to Meredith’s house at 7 Pergola Road. Few police officers might have been so quick to go out on such a trifling job. But for local police it always felt good to reunite an owner with lost property; it was mildly heroic, especially as it didn’t happen very often with low-value stolen goods. Most burglary victims settled for a crime number and an insurance claim, never expecting to see their phone again. Anyway, by the sound of it, according to the computer, it also looked like a chance to impress some young ladies and chat them up, one of few perks of being a copper in a provincial town overrun with pretty students.


One of the prettiest was already standing outside the house when they arrived at around 12:30, the time logged on the CCTV across the street. Pale alabaster skin. Laser-blue eyes. Dirty blonde hair, more red than light. Freshly washed, but unconditioned and shaken into an untidy shoulder-length bob. But together. Cool. No nonsense. Amanda Knox, a 20-year-old foreign exchange student from Seattle, USA, was a natural beauty. The all-American Girl Next Door. High cheekbones, gently winter-pinked by the cold breeze, she was confident and sporty. Her powerful shoulders were balanced by strong, muscled thighs, toned from playing football back home in the States.


Behind the flirty blonde, she presented a forceful image to the world – and could switch in the bat of an eyelash, or so some of her bitchy social enemies claimed. She didn’t need to dress up or wear make-up to look beautiful like the glitzy local girls. She wore a street-style green parka that was more Sigourney Weaver than Sophia Loren. But today, like the fur around the hood of her coat, her togetherness was fraying at the edges.


She looked tired and confused. Did she have a hangover? Was she coming down off a heavy session on the skunk the night before – groggy, light-headed and a touch irritable? Amanda Knox, despite her babes-in-the-wood good looks, had an attitude about her. As if something was weighing on her mind.


The policeman told Amanda that he was looking for a woman called Filomena Romanelli registered at this address.


‘Yes, she’s my flatmate,’ Amanda replied in plodding Italian. ‘But she’s out at the mo.’


The coppers waited, as coppers do, noting that the American looked embarrassed and somewhat surprised to see them. Her flatmate Filomena was a straitlaced 29-year-old law student who worked as an apprentice at a local solicitor’s office while she was completing her training. She’d spent the night away with her boyfriend and was just parking up in a car in Perugia town. A short while earlier, before the police had arrived, she had got a call on her other mobile phone from a fraught Amanda saying that she’d found the front door of their shared apartment open. The conversation had been confusing.


Amanda: ‘Something weird’s going on. The front door was open…’


Filomena: ‘How can that have happened? What’s going on?’


Amanda: ‘In what sense?’


Amanda’s response seemed disjointed. But she recovered quickly. ‘I don’t know,’ she added. ‘I slept at my boyfriend’s last night, too. I wasn’t here at the flat. But when I got home this morning the front door was open. I was a bit freaked. Then I went inside…’


Filomena wasn’t surprised that Amanda had gone in and explored on her own. Amanda had bottle, a ballsy risk-taker not afraid to go it alone and experience the new and unknown. An ex-boyfriend said she woke every day just excited to be alive. Cocky, her detractors would say. Amanda continued with Filomena but unexpectedly dropped a bombshell. ‘Inside I found… some blood in the bathroom.’


Filomena sprang bolt upright in her car seat, as her friend Paola Grande was trying to squeeze their vehicle into a space. ‘Blood?’ she exclaimed. ‘Are you sure?’


Amanda: ‘Yes, blood. I found a bloodstain.’ An awkward silence. ‘Then I had a shower.’


Filomena furrowed her brow in surprise. ‘What?’ she said. ‘You found blood in the bathroom after you found the front door open, and you didn’t run away or call the police. You had a shower! Mmmm?’


Amanda appeared to go on the defensive: ‘Well, I needed to get ready and get out. I had stuff to do. Then at Raffaele’s . . . I’ll get him to come over.’


She sounded confused, as though she was half-heartedly trying to tell a story but not succeeding. Raffaele, her boyfriend, was standing next to her. He was already at the house.


Filomena: ‘But Amanda, I don’t understand. Explain to me because there’s something odd. There’s blood. Where’s Meredith?’


Amanda: ‘Errr, I don’t know. I’ll call her straightaway. Anyway, I don’t know whose blood it was or why it was there. I’m just a little scared right now, that’s all.’ It would be suggested that this was her falling back on her babes-in-the-wood routine.


Filomena cut across her, curtly taking charge of the situation from this strange American airhead. ‘Call the police or the Carabinieri, now,’ Filomena advised. Ominously, Filomena was in the middle of visiting a local festival to mark All Souls Day – The Fair of the Dead.


More than twenty minutes after their first chat, the police arrived. Frustratingly, in the meantime, Filomena had been trying to get through to Amanda. Their conversation had freaked her out slightly and she wanted to know more. Finally, Amanda picked up. Filomena breathed a sigh of relief.


In their second conversation, at 12:34, Filomena instructed Amanda to have a good look around the flat to see if anything been stolen. She buried her plans for the Fair of the Dead and headed back home, her pal Paola at the wheel. On the way, Filomena called her boyfriend, Marco Zaroli, who lived close to Pergola Road, and asked him to meet her there. If there’d been a burglary, she might need his help.


As Amanda talked, and the police looked on, her own boyfriend Raffaele turned away from the trio and sheepishly kicked the gravel on the weedy path leading up to the house. Raffaele Sollecito was a cute-looking 23-year-old rich kid from Southern Italy. Aloof and silent, he oozed upmarket European chic. In stark contrast to Amanda, Raffaele was very preppie. Black cashmere crew neck, perfectly accessorized with an orange woollen scarf. Well-cut jeans. Soft, brown leather shoes that exactly matched the shade of his hair, which was, of course, expensively styled, fading into neat stubble across his jawline. His boyish features were hardened by a pair of designer steel-rimmed glasses, giving him a slightly Germanic appearance. He reminded Amanda of Harry Potter – one reason, it has been said, why the fantasy-obsessed Grade A student had fallen in love with him a fortnight earlier.


Following Filomena’s instructions, Amanda decided to take a second look around the house. She turned to the police officers again. ‘Sorry… but why exactly are you here?’


They peeked into Filomena’s room. Amanda put her hands up to her face. ‘Oh, my God!’ The house had been burgled. Filomena’s room had been turned over, her possessions rifled. The window was smashed and clothes were strewn all over the floor.


Amanda: ‘I don’t think anything has been taken from my room. But look at these bloodstains on the carpet. What are they? I saw them whilst I was showering earlier.’ The police officers exchanged glances.


Then Amanda told them about another strange incident. This time in the apartment’s second bathroom near their other flatmate Laura Mezzetti’s room. Amanda said: ‘When I came back earlier there was shit in the toilet in the big bathroom – and now it’s gone!’


‘We girls, the girls who live here, always flush the toilet,’ explained Amanda. Though a little confused, the police officers weren’t fazed. Burglars, especially drug addicts, frightened and pumping on adrenalin, often lost control of themselves. Like foxes they leave their mark . . .


But one of the coppers wasn’t so sure: ‘If there’s been a burglary here, why hasn’t that been taken?’ he asked, pointing at an expensive camera, ‘on offer’ as they say in the trade, in the kitchen. Amanda and Raffaele were lost for words.


Moving on, Amanda and the policemen then tried to open Meredith’s room but the door was locked. ‘No big deal,’ Amanda said, ‘she always locks her door.’


Filomena rang Amanda, and they spoke for a third and final time at 12:45 to confirm the bad news about her room. The Postal Police were snooping about but couldn’t get a grip on events until Filomena turned up in person. While they waited, Amanda and Raffaele were like cats on a hot tin roof, flitting in and out of Amanda’s room. Whispering. Scoping.


Meanwhile, Filomena and Paola’s boyfriends Marco Zaroli and Luca Altieri arrived at about 12:46. The lads spent a few minutes explaining the ownership of the phones to the police.


Raffaele looked on but was unable to hear the conversation. His agitation appeared to reach a peak at around 12:50. He decided to take matters into his own hands, attempting to take control of the emerging chaos.


Rich Italians have often been accused of using their influence unwisely. Commentators have observed that privileged citizens in tricky situations often override due process in favour of personal contacts. The powerful have defended their informal networks, saying they are only circumventing sluggish and unjust bureaucracies. Whatever the reason, Raffaele slipped off into Amanda’s bedroom, clocked by Luca, and called his sister Vanessa, a 31-year-old Lieutenant in the Italian military police, to report the break-in.


Italy has two police forces – the Polizia, everyday officers trained in general civil duties, including specialist branches like the Postal Police, and the Carabinieri, an elite force connected to the army that runs parallel but independently. Raffaele’s high-achieving sister had once been the Italian army’s first female military pilot, an astounding achievement in the notoriously sexist military. Vanessa, whose success had overshadowed his own, some of his friends claimed, told him to call the Carabinieri emergency number 112 immediately. He made two calls. The first was at 12:51 but he was put on hold for what seemed like for ever. Three minutes later, at 12:54, he made the second call and connected. The call lasted one minute. But by then it was already too late, his hope of calling in his preferred investigators was gone. As the Postal Police were already on the scene, in accordance with the first-come-first-served internal competition laws between rival forces, the civil police had bagged the job. Later, this episode would look bad for Raffaele – the police arguing that he was calling the military police simply to cover his back, to make himself look good. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong. Got nothing to hide. I even called the Carabinieri, before and while the normal police were there. Why would I do that if I was guilty of doing something bad?’
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The Body Discovered


2 November, 12:55–13:00


Filomena arrived at the house in a state of panic. ‘I hope Meredith is OK. I hope the poor girl is safe,’ she said. Inside the house was cold, colder than normal. The grating gear changes of the cars taking the bends on the hilly pass outside seemed louder and more aggressive. An ominous dread hung over everything. Instinctively, she rushed to her room.


‘Oh, my gosh!’ Filomena exclaimed. The shock of seeing her room ransacked hit home. But after a few seconds her studious, logical brain began to carefully unpick the wreckage around her. ‘Thank God my laptop hasn’t gone!’ she said, fishing the computer from on top of a pile of clothes on the floor. ‘And my jewellery, it’s still here.’ Breathing a sigh of relief, she realized that the scene looked a lot worse than it actually was. ‘Excellent! They haven’t taken my video camera,’ she said. In fact the intruders hadn’t taken anything. Even her collection of CDs – standard smack-head robber fare the world over – had miraculously survived the burglary.


Standing behind her, Inspector Michele Battistelli, one of the Postal Police officers, pointed out the rock that had been thrown through the window, presumably to break in, and had landed under a chair. ‘But look, that’s odd,’ he said, nodding towards the scattered shards. ‘The broken glass from the pane is on top of the clothes rather than underneath it.’ Observers might expect that the window had been broken first and so the glass would lie under the clothes, on the assumption that these had been thrown about later


Filomena, not understanding the significance of the observation, interrupted him. ‘Yes, there was glass on top of the computer as well,’ she confirmed. ‘But more importantly, have you found Meredith yet? It’s strange that’s she’s locked her door. She never does that.’ Battistelli glanced at Amanda, more questioning than accusing. Her blue eyes lowered momentarily.


‘But the American girl has just said that Meredith always locks her door,’ the policeman said. An awkward smile, weaker than her complexion, broke across Amanda’s lips. Is she nervous? Is she lying? Is she flirting? Battistelli couldn’t get his head around this strange American girl.


Both Battistelli and Filomena paced quickly up the corridor to Meredith’s bedroom door. A ruffled Battistelli made an announcement – as a policeman, he personally couldn’t break down Meredith’s locked door because he didn’t have a warrant. ‘Regulations,’ he shrugged.


Amanda repeated the words. ‘Break it down?’ she asked, appearing slightly freaked. ‘Do you really have to?’ Later it was claimed that she had a set of Meredith’s keys in her own room. If she did, she did not mention it to the police. One of the policemen sensed her unease. ‘Don’t worry, there’s no body under the sofa,’ he joked. Who wants to upset a beautiful girl unnecessarily?


Filomena had no time for small talk – she told her boyfriend Marco and his pal Luca to kick it in. ‘I’ll take responsibility,’ said Filomena determinedly, as Luca gave the pine door the full-on Seventies-cop-show treatment. As he got into position, Amanda turned to Luca, reinforcing her earlier claim: ‘Meredith locks her room even just going for a shower.’


What was she playing down? What was she delaying? Luca got on with the job, pleased to be of service.


Had Meredith glimpsed the dark side of the house before her death? The fragile beauty of its limestone walls and moss-speckled apple trees had cast a spell on her two months before. It had lured her in, like a honey trap. An alpine farmhouse, set on a rocky outcrop, on top of a valley. The terracotta roof tiles resonated shabby chic like a cracked, oil-painted backdrop for a Tim Walker fashion shoot. The elliptical back garden, which ran down to the valley floor behind, was wild and mature, a perfumery of Italian herbs – parsley, sage, garlic, basil. In the distance, wild mushrooms and truffles covered the Umbrian hills, the narrow valleys funnelling the currents like a natural wind tunnel, swirling the musty but exotic odours directly into Meredith’s room above them.


In the morning, mist settled over the fields of soldier-like rows of olive trees, wisps of wood smoke rising from the farmhouses. In winter, the gently curving landscape was powered with a fine coating of snow, like caster sugar on one of Perugia’s world-famous chocolates. In autumn, the fading yellow of the leaves, amplified by a sheen of glistening moisture that clung to ageing walls, highlighted beauty.


But in Perugia, darkness is quick to descend and is never far away. Behind the façade of crumbling grandeur, there’s an overriding sense of decay that infects everything it touches like a wasting disease. The stone of the bridges and tunnels is black and scrofulous. The steady rain of the winter months penetrates every nook and cranny like a gnawing swarm of insects, and the dark clouds heighten the impression of a city being reclaimed, overgrown, eroded by nature.


Up close, the magic of Meredith’s house falls away like a fraud. It’s shabby and cold and there are cracked veins in the unpainted cement. Gouges in the mouldy bricks. Plastic bags and sun-bleached Fanta multi-pack wrappers, litter from the disrespectful drivers on the hill pass, growing on the trees. The gates at the entrance to the driveway are made from cheap tubular steel, and are rusting. The gravel is patchy and weedy. The fence-post is a cut-down tree with a blooming crown of fungus on top. It stands next to a torn wire-mesh fence – a half-hearted attempt to stop people falling into the valley below. The fields are peppered with disused wells, like gaping mouths ready to swallow up the dirty secrets of the town. Ideal places to dump a body. How many problems have been solved by these drain-reeking sewers over the years?


Under the portico, there is a milk crate with a blackened mop in it, and a brush mismatched with an old pan. An old guitar, filled with rainwater, dark brown stains where the frets had once been, its strings long gone, has been thrown away near the path. A crude DIY skylight had been sawn into the tiled roof, to release the smells from the grimy student bathroom. Lazy tenants that had gone before had long abandoned the garden, and it was now overgrown with nettles and ugly, spindly trees – tall firs, scarred and misshapen with brown patches, diseased but looking as if they had been burned.


Meredith’s house may have looked like an Italian rural idyll to a Leeds University student used to shoebox halls of residence or scummy digs in places like Chapeltown. But to the native Italian eye, over-indulged on beauty, it looked rough and exposed. Nothing more than the converted cowshed it really was. Perugia – a poor man’s Florence. But compared to Chapeltown, where the Yorkshire Ripper had murdered a series of young women thirty years before, or the sterile, dusty halls of residence where he had killed again in 1980, 7 Pergola Road was a safe haven. Nothing evil like that could happen here. Not in a million years.


Luca Altieri kicked down the door and went white. Behind him Marco yelled: ‘Blood! Blood!’


Filomena glimpsed a blurry image of Meredith’s foot sticking out from underneath the duvet, crying, ‘Oh, my God, Meredith!’ Shielding her, Marco turned her away. ‘Go! Go!’ he said. Paola Grande recoiled in horror.


Inspector Battistelli, who stood at the door for thirty seconds, could see the marks on her neck, and the blood, so he knew how she had been killed. But, significantly, he later claimed that he had said nothing about the details he had witnessed. By not sharing his observations with other potential witnesses, he hoped not to influence them.


He closed the door, not noticing whether Amanda and Raffaele, who were at the back of the queue, had snatched a look. Unusually, they didn’t seem too bothered. Curiosity had not got the better of them. Their position in the queue was plain to see – they were at the back of it, almost in the kitchen, even though Amanda was closer to Meredith, in terms of her age, background and university situation, than anyone who was there.
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On the Case


Police Investigation: Day 1


2 November, 13:00


Like a chain of bonfires across the Apennine peaks, police phones from Perugia to Rome began to light up. As the official first responder, Inspector Battistelli was the first link in the process. For two hours at least, everyone and everything would bounce off him: homicide squad, Flying Squad, specialist investigators, forensics, autopsy, crime-scene security, senior officers, interrogators, technicians; the mind-boggling array of units that a modern police force can deploy instantly to a murder CSI.


Today he was on point, and though he wasn’t exactly in command of the operation, his job was to guide everyone through the killer’s labyrinth, partly to keep contamination to a minimum – his DNA was unavoidably already in the area because of his earlier presence, and why ruin it further with other officers’ traces? – and partly because he was familiar with the layout of the house.


He took a deep breath, trying not to let the pressure show. This was his moment, his opportunity to do the right thing. Calmly, he palmed one of his two mobile phones from the kitchen table, his own that he’d put down earlier, and called his boss, Commissioner Filippo Bartolozzi, head of the Postal Police section.


Bartolozzi, no messing around, immediately recognized the seriousness of the case and said: ‘This is one for the heavy brigade. I’ll get on to the Flying Squad right away.’ He called the Chief of Police, the Questore, one of the most important men in Perugia, and then the Flying Squad. Like their namesake in the UK, the Italian Flying Squad are a fast-response team of elite detectives with wide-ranging skills and a general remit, flipping between serious cases such as murders and armed robberies with professional ease.


The police station in Perugia is a severe glass-and-concrete bunker-style building reinforced to withstand bomb attacks during the height of the anti-Mafia investigations. But like many things in Perugia it is a facade – the grand exterior hides a warren of narrow corridors and mean offices. Perugia was never a Mafia town.


Chief Inspector Chiacchiera, the heavy-set Flying Squad deputy, answered the phone. ‘A murder?’ he repeated, slightly startled. But he lost no time in diving straight in. ‘What’s the cause of death?’ he asked.


Bartolozzi: ‘Looks like a knife wound.’


Chiacchiera: ‘Make sure no one goes anywhere near the place until I get there, including the ambulance crew.’ Instinctively, he knew what to ask for. ‘Are there any witnesses?’


Bartolozzi: ‘Yes, there are a few people, students who lived in the house, and their boyfriends.’


Chiacchiera: ‘Get their names and addresses. Check their ID cards.’


Not letting up, Chiacchiera made sure that the first responders followed procedure. He said: ‘Watch her flatmates and the people there like a hawk. Don’t let them go anywhere near the place. I want to keep the place clean for the forensics.’


Chiacchiera knew you lived and or died by your DNA tests these days. End of story. Or end up getting bollocked by your bosses. Or worse still, walloped later in court by a fancy defence lawyer. The upshot was simple. Cock up the DNA and it often meant career over. Not worth thinking about.


Chiacchiera was in his late forties, with thinning dark hair. His Latin good looks were fading fast – long hours, lack of sleep and there goes another weekend. He hadn’t even got out of the lift when the first journalist, a local hack, got in his face. Where did he come from? Chiacchiera, slightly taken aback, was not happy. Eyes rolling. He hadn’t even seen the body yet, but was being asked to comment.


The reporter fired a question. ‘Is it another smack-head, an overdose?’ he asked, notepad in hand.


No comment. Chiacchiera got nervous. Hoping it wasn’t a taste of things to come.


In the car. On the phone. Down to business. Chiacchiera wasted no time. He called the Postal Police. Battistelli gave him an idiot’s guide to the layout of the house: ‘Imagine an L-shaped flat, with the foot of the L dug into the side of the hill. The vertical leg of the L contains three bedrooms in this order – Filomena’s, Amanda’s and Meredith’s. Next to Meredith’s room is a small shower room. The foot of the L contains a living room and a fourth bedroom belonging to a Laura Mezzetti. Then there’s a utility room and a bathroom proper.’


The 40-year-old woman put on her disposable gloves, a hairnet and blue plastic shoe covers. She wasn’t starting a shift at one of Perugia’s many chocolate factories. Monica Napoleoni was the unlikely head of the city’s Murder Squad. The face-mask disguised her TV-cop good looks. Like the unflattering forensics garb, her professionalism belied a curvaceous figure. She took her first step into the crime scene, cool and dark still. Napoleoni had seen her fair share of dead bodies. However, as she lifted the quilt off Meredith’s corpse she winced – astonishingly, it was difficult even for someone of her experience to look at the wounds, so ferociously had Meredith been cut.


Ambitious but not driven by name-making, Napoleoni’s only concern was to get the job done, right first time. She moved methodically, slowly even, as though she didn’t have to think about anyone or anything – except the higher virtues of truth and justice. ‘Look at this,’ she murmured to Chiacchiera, snooping at her side. To the untrained eye, the mark next to Meredith’s body looked like a random smudge of blood. ‘It’s a footprint.’


Napoleoni’s experience gave her an enviable mix of technical skill and compassion. The cheap plastic flowers that had been stuck to the front of Meredith’s white Ikea wardrobe to brighten it up, a faint sign of the girl’s attitude to life, filled her with sadness.


But at the same time a tingle passed through her neck hairs. Anticipation. This scene was going to throw up a lot of clues, she surmised, no doubt about it. Blood, footprints, DNA everywhere. But are they the right clues, she wondered? Would they in turn throw up the identity of the killer or killers?


A few minutes earlier the team had inspected Filomena’s room and asked Battistelli to explain what he had first encountered.


‘To be honest, something’s not right,’ Battistelli mused. Right off the bat. Showing off. Not mincing his words. I could have been a detective, too, was the underlying message. But at the same time couching the report in deferential humility to his senior officers. ‘Straightaway, I thought it’s an attempt to make it look like a burglary, as opposed to being a real one,’ Battistelli went on. He told Napoleoni why – none of Filomena’s valuables was missing. Simple as that, was Battistelli’s conclusion.


Chiacchiera nodded in agreement. But he deftly switched the focus to a solid piece of evidence. ‘It’s certainly a big stone to come through that narrow gap between the shutters.’ He was still miffed after hearing that the ambulance crew had possibly entered Meredith’s room against his wishes. ‘Sorry, we were just checking that she was dead.’ He was familiar with the old routine. Chiacchiera put the potential breach of procedure to the back of his mind and quickly got on with the job. He focused on the rock on the floor and smashed window above it. The gap between the two halves of the exterior green shutters was 15 cm (six inches) – just enough to be able to see the road outside.


‘You’d have to a be a good shot to throw a four-kilo [10 lb] rock through a gap like that,’ Chiacchiera said. ‘It looks as though the rock is wider than the gap itself. How is that possible, I wonder?’


One of his detectives, who stood outside on the other side of the window, chipped in. ‘Better than a good shot,’ the detective mused. ‘A magician. And you’d have to be a mountain climber to get up this wall and in through a window like that. Outside the wall is four metres high, with nothing to grab on to; just flat concrete.’


The detective turned around to face the hilly pass in front of the broken window. He wanted to see whether motorists could spot an intruder climbing in. Or whether the window was blocked from general view.


‘It’s too suss,’ he concluded, shouting inside to Chiacchiera. ‘Anyone driving past would spot you right away, from the road. Put it this way, if you’re a good thief, and you’re going to screw this house, there are easier ways to break in.’


Chiacchiera appreciated the appraisal but was too busy for bar-room theorizing just yet. ‘Let’s crack on,’ he ordered.


With green shoe covers and gloves, Giuliano Mignini, one of Perugia’s senior prosecutors, was the fourth senior member of the initial search team. He was a government lawyer whose job it was to guide the police investigation gently, so that the detective team gathered enough evidence to build a meaningful court case.


Mignini’s bald pate was framed by a ring of curly grey hair, crowning a chubby face, giving him a slightly jovial appearance. His green quilt riding jacket, more Pall Mall than Perugia, struggled to cover his belly, and was often mismatched with crumpled stripy shirts and jeans. But behind the avuncular facade was an experienced lawyer not afraid to follow the evidence, even if it led him into trouble with the rich and powerful.


He examined a smudge of blood on Meredith’s door-handle, a cheap brass-effect fitting that went well with the door’s decor. Then he followed the clues into the shower-room next to Meredith’s room, where he found a clear blood print of some kind on a blue bathmat. Next up, Amanda’s room. Nothing extraordinary grabbed his attention, at first instance. It was generally untidy. Amanda’s guitar was on the floor. A photo, presumably of an American boyfriend, on her desk. By now, the investigation was gearing up to breakneck speed. He could hear it through the thin walls. The adrenalin was flowing. The horror was unfolding. The confusion was being ordered and created at the same time.


Then Mignini returned to the bathroom, where the visible bloodstains were highlighted – the drips on the door and the light switch. The smell of blood. The trail of evidence. The hunt was most definitely on now.


In the light of the sheer volume of biological evidence, it was decided that the search be handed over to the various forensics squads. The first on the scene were local police units lead by Chief Inspector Claudio Cantagalli. He sent two of his best technicians over in a pale-blue and white police Subaru. Everyone was asked to leave the scene while they donned their Noddy suits, before looking around and laying down numbered and lettered labels to indicate the bloodstains and potential evidence. In Meredith’s bedroom, in the corridor, in the living room where a train of circular bloodstains formed a line.


It wasn’t long before the floor began to look like a giant puzzle of markers and symbols. The officers soon felt overwhelmed by the amount of evidence. They called for back-up. When officer Gioia Brocci arrived at the police station after her lunch break, Cantagalli told her to get another forensics case ready and they took the Chief’s car to Pergola Road. A makeshift office was set up under the portico outside the front door. Hundreds of photographs were taken.


First, Brocci took a walk around the house, following the established drill of examining everything outside the immediate crime scene in an anti-clockwise pattern. She took a photograph of the wall outside Filomena’s broken window. No signs of mud on the wall, she noticed, and yet her own shoes had got dirty within a few minutes. Curiously, she observed that the foliage near the window looked untouched. There was no sign that the nettles growing against the wall had been flattened by an intruder. Had there been an intruder at all, she mused?


Then it was her turn to go inside the house while her boss Cantagalli thought about his next tactical move. It wasn’t long before he realized that he needed extra back-up and more specialized scientists. He keyed in the number of the Chief of Police, who in turn looked up the number for the head of the Scientific Police in Rome, Commissioner Intini. He called.


‘You’ve simply got to get up here,’ said the Questore. ‘There’s too much for us to handle.’ Meanwhile, Gioia Brocci had been ordered to write a detailed report of everything she’d seen so far. She moved from room to room, again in an anti-clockwise direction, noting the time at 14:30 on Friday, 2 November 2007.


The vanguard of the Scientific Police Forensics Squad, a fingerprint team from Rome, arrived at 17:00 after a long drive in their cramped Subaru Forrester. Agatino Giunta is a softly spoken man of slight build and greying hair. A chemist by training, his expertise lay in highlighting fingerprints no one would suspect were there. He brought more cameras than the gathering press pack and eagerly unloaded his chemicals, dusters and sprays. But when he saw the state of the house, his heart sank a little – he would have to put his main fingerprint search on hold; there was simply too much blood. Procedure determined that blood sampling came before fingerprinting. Testing visible evidence came before invisible. The delay could have been avoided if the Perugian squad had been more specific. Every minute lost was a setback in the world of precision detection.


Giunta immediately summoned a second squad from his Rome HQ, this time consisting of biologists and DNA specialists. ‘There’s too much blood and it’s covering the fingerprints,’ he explained. ‘There’s no point in us going anywhere near the body, so get up here fast.’


Another Subaru left the Scientific Police headquarters at 17:30, while Giunta began his work in the room with the least amount of evidence – the bedroom of the fourth flatmate, Laura Mezzetti. Laura was away on a break for the holy day. Her room, the jumping-off point, also happened to be the first room in the anti-clockwork direction, starting from the heart of the house – the kitchen/dining area.


Agatino Giunta’s team had arrived at the same time as Commissioner Domenico Profazio rolled up. He was head of the Flying Squad and Chiacchiera’s boss, and had been summoned back from holiday to get on the case.


‘I’ve just had my hair cut so I won’t go inside in case I contaminate the scene,’ he told the forensics team, his professionalism fighting an overpowering urge to get stuck in, to satiate his detective’s natural curiosity. While the forensics people from Rome were getting ready to go in, he asked Amanda a few questions. She came across to the police as cool, even cold. She hugged Raffaele constantly. He invited the couple to come down to the police station for a chat later, as witnesses rather than suspects.


On their way, too, was the Scientific Police Biology Team, led by Dr Patrizia Stefanoni, a middle-aged woman with dark hair, a thin, determined mouth and a long nose. She brought with her 500 filter-paper swabs, evidence bags, stickers, latex gloves, shoe covers and, of course, the head-to-toe white paper Noddy suits. Her secret weapons included crime scope and scene scope industrial lights, so powerful and angled they could highlight even the smallest trace, the slightest irregularity on a smooth surface.


Biological forensics was a head-wrecker of a job. The TV image often showed beautiful American women investigating clinical mob murders in palm-fringed mansions, platinum mobile phone in one hand and Petri dish in the other. They fed a tissue sample into one end of a computer and out popped the name of the killer from the other. Stefanoni certainly looked the part – she often wore chic, tight-fitting business suits, well cut and finely detailed, in respectable but fashionably unpredictable colours such as grey-green. She wasn’t afraid to set them off with frilly, low-cut blouses in an Italian way that didn’t detract from her understated authority. But that was as far as the TV comparison went. In reality crime scenes were often degenerate, haywire places covered in blood and shit: the evidential equivalent of a combat firefight where microscopic evidence degraded by the minute into useless non-evidential mush. Locations ravaged by atmospheric conditions and natural breakdown processes on the one hand, and contaminated by dumb, over-enthusiastic first responders on the other.


Dr Stefanoni’s primary task was to bring order to the chaos – by preserving the integrity of the crime scene – and then to extract its secrets using super-sensitive chemical tests, knowing that the difference between guilt and innocence could come down to a single molecule.


No sooner had she got into the passenger seat of her van, Dr Stefanoni started directing the local police by remote. Her mobile phone was cupped to her ear and she strained to hear the person at the other end above the rushing wind on the motor-way. She was told that the local forensics squad, less well equipped and trained than her own, had joined Napoleoni, Chiacchiera, Mignini and Battistelli on the scene. Better than nothing, though, she thought. She had respect for the Perugian squad.


‘What’s the weather like?’ Stefanoni asked. ‘Is there any evidence that is hard to protect, either from the atmosphere or from the public, such as footprints on a stairway or bloodstains in the road?’ Stefanoni began instructing the local officers on the phone to prioritize evidence at risk. She also told the local police to start photographing the footprints inside and where possible to protect them. ‘If there is delicate evidence such as clothes or condoms lying around,’ Stefanoni said, ‘photograph them now, leaving a number sign in their place for further reference.’ Better interfere with evidence than lose it altogether, was her motto for today.


She ordered elimination samples to be taken from everyone who had visited the crime scene: the finger- and footprints of the first responder, Battistelli, the ambulance crew, all of the residents and their boyfriends, so that later they could be compared with the traces found in the room and excluded from the list of potential suspects.


Stefanoni arrived at 19:00, her sky-blue designer laptop bag slung over her shoulder. Darkness had drawn in fast, forcing the dozen-strong squad of Scientific Police to deploy a bank of lights. Over the next four hours Stefanoni insisted on being briefed by everyone who had been into the house, before taking a single step inside herself. She ran her fingers through her hair, trying to take in the mass of information. Her hair was long and thick, and reached down almost to the centre of her back.


At one point there were four white-suited Scientific Police surrounding her. One smart-looking, grey-haired officer wore a blue coordinator’s bib over an expensive grey mac and a white gingham shirt. Local coppers came, said their piece and then peeled off from the group, immersed in thought and keen to get back to their post. She took a deep breath. Finally, when she did go inside, she began her investigation with the long orange-and-white-tiled bathroom next to the utiltity area and Laura Mezzetti’s door. This was completely separate from the shower-room at the opposite side of the house, next to Meredith’s bedroom where the bloody bath-mat and blood trickles had been found. She lifted the lid. A thin, unflushed piece of faeces sat halfway up the bowl, a scrunch of white toilet tissue stuck to it. Amanda had said the faeces had mysteriously disappeared, but it was still there. Stefanoni had never been so glad to see human excrement – she knew it would reveal a lot of clues. After Laura Mezzetti’s bathroom, Stefanoni went around the flat in an anti-clockwise fashion. Eventually, she came to Meredith’s room.


The team had numbered and registered all the articles found: the bra with the torn strap lying next to the body under the duvet, the small tin of Vaseline on the desk . . . there were hundreds of items. They identified trace evidence, put dry articles into plastic bags, and wet ones – including blood-drenched filter paper – into paper bags to avoid humidity creating mould on the sample.


Down to the bloodstains. It’s good, very good, Stefanoni thought. Evidentially, at any rate. The drops under the desk, the flood beside the wardrobe, the five arch-like shapes on the side of the wardrobe. Knife-shaped bloodstain on the mattress cover. Yes, it’s very good, very good indeed, she repeated to herself.


The balls of stress in Stefanoni’s shoulders began to ease – potentially there was a lot of material to work with here. A biologist who had made DNA her life, she knew everything there was to know about Watson and Crick’s mysterious coiled helix. Her expertise had won her control of the biology unit, as well as leading the CSI team. Along with her line manager, Agatino Giunta, she was one of Italy’s secret weapons in the fight against serious crime. If anyone could find the killer, she could.


Eventually Stefanoni removed the duvet, exposing Meredith’s body. The grand finale. The money shot. Evidentially, the body would be of greatest use.


Someone has carved another mouth – gouged a second mouth – on the left side of her neck. A flap of flesh, which should cover the gape like a lid, protrudes from her neck like a tongue …


The shadow of decay has given her a peculiar beauty, like ripe olives on the point of falling. Her waist is slender and exposed looking. But curves out on to her legs. Long, athletic, smooth. Left leg ramrod straight.


The team looked on. Emotions gone. Years ago. Nothing as dead as a dead body. A thousand things spinning through their heads. This head-wrecker of a job. How it could wear down the senses so completely? Draining them of feeling. Filling them up with science in return. And other structured thoughts such as procedure, and decisions, protocols and worry, piled on top of each other. The spectre of a fancy defence lawyer always looking on over their shoulder. Smiling on. How often should I change my latex gloves? What elements do I collect now and what will I have to wait for? These were the mundane questions at the forefront of Stefanoni’s meticulous mind.


Luminol will be the last test because the chemical make-up dilutes the very blood it is supposed to highlight. Life and death choices: do I dust for fingerprints first or do I dab for blood? The dust will contaminate the blood. Doing one may interfere with the other. Always compromises and contradictions. Never exact. Never simple. Will what I do now be used against me in the future? Smiling defence lawyers. Trawling and studying. For mistakes. For choices gone wrong. For a not guilty. Sometimes wishing I was invisible. Stefanoni knew that her very presence interacted with evidence, even damaging some. Crime archaeologists: they are there to establish who did what and when. No time for feelings.


Stefanoni didn’t protect Meredith’s hands with a plastic bag, though usually that is the first thing to be done to preserve evidence such as skin and hair from under a victim’s fingernails. Did Meredith fight back? A question that could be answered if the assailant’s skin was found under her cuticles. Stefanoni left that until after the pathologist had had his first look.


At last the pathologist, Dr Luca Lalli, was let in at midnight. He examined the body for cuts and bruises and signs of rape. Her eyes were open and her eyelids were pink – a typical sign of throttling, he noted. He moved the body to see where the blood had collected after the heart has stopped pumping. Her body lay on a pillow with clear bloodstains on it.


Whilst turning the body over, he inadvertently let the skin touch the wardrobe. Luckily the contact was noted so the contamination wouldn’t confuse later tests. It’s that thorough, Stefanoni thought.


Meredith was taken away in a green, rectangular body-bag by five Scientific Police officers dressed in white Noddy suits and an assistant wearing a black Puma sweatshirt, jeans and white trainers. The bag was put inside a zinc coffin on a waiting hearse.


With the body gone, painstaking forensics continued in earnest. Quick decisions had to be made. Every time Stefanoni intervened on a trace, she modified it. Whenever a swab was used the sample was diluted. The police used large swabs, while Italy’s other force, the Carabinieri, preferred cotton buds. Silver black fingerprint powder interfered with invisible blood traces. The video cameras kept rolling.


The key exhibits were bagged and tagged. The clothes collected from the bedroom included Meredith’s underpants and her bra. Both had been removed from the body and placed to the south, near her feet. While Stefanoni focused on the molecules on the fibres, Napoleoni zoomed out and comtemplated the bigger picture, particularly the bra. The bra was heavily bloodstained. Did that mean it had been taken off Meredith before or after she was stabbed? The bra clasp had been torn or cut off the straps. Did that mean the attacker had ripped it off during a frenzied sexual attack? Or, thinking more laterally, more subtly, had the bra been clinically snipped using scissors or a knife? If so, before or after the attack?


Other pieces of material evidence included toilet paper, hair collected from under the body, a white towel drenched in blood and a sheet with bloodstains on it. And of course, the quilt that had covered the body. Napoleoni pondered for a moment. What kind of person covers up their dirty work? Someone who is ashamed or frightened of it? Good meat for a profiler or a psychologist. Unfortunately, the Italian police didn’t tend to use them as often as the British or the FBI.


Then a major breakthrough occured. A shoeprint came under close scrutiny. The tread on the shoe consisted of nine concentric circles, clearly showing the grip of a training shoe at the ball of the foot. Then they found another matching shoeprint. Then another. Astonishingly there was a trail of shoeprints, as though the wearer had walked from Meredith’s body and out of the flat. If they could identify the shoe they could identify who was present at the time of the murder. Finally, they collected 108 fingerprints, leaving doors and tables, handles and armrests covered in little black patches where they had spread silver black dust.


The pack moved in for the kill. First on the scene were local reporters from the Umbrian Journal. Former financial journalist Giuseppe Castellini was running the desk while his two reporters crunched gravel on the ground.


Then came the spearhead of the British invasion. Nick Pisa was a British tabloid journalist based in Rome. Straight as a die but cunning as a fox. His dad was an Italian café-owner in Crawley. After serving his time on the Sunday Mirror Nick moved his family to Italy to make hay. He’d made his reputation on the Fred West House of Horrors case in Gloucestershire. Nick was known in the trade as a Big Top Operator. A murder like this was his bread and butter. Richard Owen from The Times joined the fray. Fiorenza Sarzanini and Meo Ponte of Corriere della Sera and Repubblica turned up in the city almost immediately.


Castellini ran his fingers through his hair and pulled on his Tuscan cigar. His office is stark and dingy, papers spread all over the place. But he had noticed a chink of light on the horizon. Within hours he had realized that the police investigation was already heavily skewed towards forensics. Too skewed, in his opinion. Where were house-to-house inquiries? Where was the hunt for witnesses, the fingertip searches? Where was the good old-fashioned police work? As an ex-number-cruncher he understood that the big numbers often had big failings. And that trusting science and experts was a gamble. After all, when he was a city reporter, no economist had predicted the credit crunch. The police investigation was already flawed. Castellini saw a gap in the market.
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Strange Fruit


First Police Interviews


2 November, 14:00


For Amanda and Raffaele, the blood of the murder scene was eclipsed by the blaze of autumn colours that burst from the trees. Amanda looked radiant, her pale palette melding perfectly with the yellowing backdrop. Raffaele stood out, sharp and powerful, his arms protecting the girl he loved from the unfolding horror. Inside, the stench of death. Outside, a lovers’ tryst. The shadow of decay on the leaves washing the scene with a peculiar beauty. Inside, hollow stomachs, pressure, stress. Outside, sweet nothings, tongues and temptation.


For the press photographers and TV cameramen the shots of the couple were crime-scene gold. The pack snapped the pair canoodling, snatching the lovers with long lenses from a high-up vantage point, on the top floor of a small multi-storey car park on the opposite side of the road. Amanda and Raffaele played their parts like leads in a Hollywood scary movie. But with a cool, somewhat post-modern twist. Raffaele looked protective, but not in a macho way. More businesslike, exuding the confidence of a successful young executive in an ad shot, the breeze from the Umbrian valley fanning his hair. He wouldn’t have looked out of place amid the steel and granite towers of Milan, or Munich or Canary Wharf in London.


Amanda pouted, but carefully couched her flirtation with a delicate lostness. Pulling her Renaissance man close to keep warm. For reassurance. For deliverance. His jeans rubbing hard against her. The spectre of sex and death leering down from the ancient walls.


Inside, death and desperate middle-aged men and women. Searching and sweating. Outside, youth and beauty. Free. The leaves bursting over them, like tears for the friend they have lost. Amanda and Raffaele, Beautiful People caught up in a tragedy. Stumbling into a situation that the privileged should never have to witness. Like tourists who have taken a wrong turn into the dark side of town. Raffaele sad that Amanda’s beautiful eyes should have to see such things. White middle-class kids shouldn’t have to go through this. But soon it will all be over. The police will guide them back out into the light again. And let the Beautiful People go back to living their beautiful lives.


Photographed from an angle the location of the house looked isolated and rural. But look behind the picture postcard, and the image is no more than cityscape mirage. The property was hemmed in from all sides. An ugly multi-storey car park on one side, unkempt, dirty ravines on the other. To the rear a busy, dangerous road, and in front a recycling dump.


Look deeper and the danger signs are obvious. The house was a mere 50 metres from the town’s main junkie hangout, a sunken basketball court called Grimana Square, frequented by dealers, punters and drop-outs. The dealers used the public recycling bins and the overgrown wasteground near Meredith’s gates to stash their gear, so that they didn’t have to carry it around. If a student from the University for Foreigners, opposite the basketball court, came to score some pot or coke, the dealers ran down the steps to the hilly pass outside Meredith’s house, took a wrap out from their hidden stash and ran back up to the waiting punter to close the transaction.


To the untrained eye, Meredith’s house looked normal. To a criminologist 7 Pergola was a classic example of boundary crime. A house built on a border between a nice neighbourhood and the wrong side of the tracks. There are always higher instances of burglaries and violence at the line where the poor come to prey on the relatively rich – the interstitial zones, where the druggies burgle houses. Where the black hustlers prey on the white middle-class kids – or so the politically incorrect police officers claimed. Meredith was a street-smart girl from a bustling metropolis. She could take care of herself. But she was in unfamiliar territory, not yet acclimatized to the subtler, more hidden dangers of the Italian provincial underworld. Moreover, Meredith was blinded by its apparent beauty. A fatal flaw. She would have been oblivious to the topographic nightmare that surrounded her.


The cold wind from the Steppes blew in. The leaves fell to the ground. The cameras stopped rolling. Amanda and Raffaele came back down to earth with a bump. The police began questioning them immediately. Not as suspects – yet. But as potential witnesses, simply helping with inquiries.


Amanda breezed through her story again. ‘I stayed the night in Raffaele’s flat.’ She let the image hang there for a second, so the middle-aged officer could salivate, if he chose, over what the euphemism ‘stay the night’ really meant when it involved a beautiful young student in full flower. The officer looked at Raffaele, the blank expression thinly veiling his smugness.


Coyly, Amanda continued: ‘And then I came back home to have a shower.’ She let the image hang there, giving the officer a glimpse into a world he could only fantasize about. Now that all eyes were on her, Amanda switched the tone: ‘When I got home I asked Raffaele to come along to take a look around.’ Her delivery bright and bubbly now. ‘I called my flatmate, Filomena. Raff called the Carabinieri.’ Her American optimism unwavering. ‘And, yes, Meredith usually did keep the door locked.’ Supremely confident that her story would be believed.


Meanwhile, the wheels of administration began to turn slowly. By now the Preliminary Investigating Magistrate had been informed. Claudia Matteini had the job of overseeing the probe on a higher level. If it was the job of Prosecutor Mignini to conduct the investigation on a tactical level, getting deep down and dirty with operational details, it was her job to step back and be somewhat more strategic. Making sure that everyone’s rights were respected, procedure was complied with, dealing with issues such as prison remand and legal representation. She instructed the police to find out who their victim was so they could notify next of kin immediately.


Meredith had been a student at Perugia’s world-renowned University for Foreigners for two months, reading European Politics and Italian. The University for Foreigners is a fading red sandstone building 200 metres’ walk up the hill from 7 Pergola Road – very convenient for both Meredith and Amanda. The neo-classical décor, broad-stroke and gold-painted nineteenth-century wood, is in the same style as a Viennese music school or an old British ballet academy. The rooms are an atmospheric blend of green walls, patterned marble floors and Arabian-themed frescos.


Amanda Knox studied Italian and Creative Writing there, while Meredith had won a place on the Erasmus programme, an international scheme run by the European Union to bring together the brightest and the best from around the globe, in the long-term interests of harmony and cultural understanding. Amanda was on a study-abroad programme organized by her own university in the USA. Meredith had come from the University of Leeds in Yorkshire and Amanda from the University of Washington.


The police called the Dean. The Dean called the British consulate in Florence – someone was going to have to break the news to the family. British students were urged to come forward with information about Meredith. Her three closest girlfriends – Robyn Butterworth, Amy Frost and Sophie Purton – revealed that they had seen her on the previous evening, before she was murdered, then broke down in tears. After visiting the crime scene they headed to the police station on the mini metro train.


Amanda and Raffaele cadged a lift to the police station with Paola Grande and her boyfriend Luca Altieri, who had been there when Meredith’s body was discovered. Night was closing in on Perugia’s maddening streets, narrow alleyways that went round and round like a medieval maze. Heightening the tension. Dragging in the gloom. For some, a trap of no escape.

OEBPS/images/9781847398659_Cover.jpg
DARKNESS
DESCENDING

The Murder of Meredith Kercher

Paul Russell,
Graham Johnson

and Luciano Garofano

POCKET
BOOKS

LONDON « SYDNEY + NEW YORK - TORONTO





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
      	 
          
      	
      
   

    
       
   





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
POCKET
BOOKS

VS —.





