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PROLOGUE


Two days before Christmas 1996, a nation was stopped in its tracks. A report on the RTÉ main evening news told of a suspicious death, a foreign woman found in a pool of blood at the bottom of a boreen. The state pathologist was due to arrive at the remote location. There would be a postmortem. Little was known about the victim, the report said, but ‘darkness accentuated the isolation of the area’. Then the sucker punch: ‘A murder inquiry seems likely from tomorrow.’


There was no specific mention that the woman had been alone, or that the boreen where the body was found was the driveway of her holiday home. The general description of the area was Toormore, six miles from Schull, itself very much an out-of-the-way town in West Cork, just a little knuckle on the finger of the Mizen Peninsula.


The following day was Christmas Eve, so further details were drowned out by a public preparing for the holiday, concerned though people must have been. Especially about a guest from far away who had evidently, at this special time, found no room at the inn of Irish hospitality. But soon enough, long before the Christmas decorations came down, the gruesome details emerged. About the crushed skull of the petite female. The vast number of pounding blows. The suggestion that she had fled her bed in terror.


The victim was a visiting Frenchwoman, quickly named as Sophie Toscan du Plantier. She had been savagely murdered on the night of Sunday, 22 December leading into Monday the 23rd. I was sent to the place after Christmas, the first national crime correspondent on the scene. Our ‘stringer’, or local reporter, was a man by the name of Eoin Bailey, hired by The Star to guide a photographer and I through the strange terrain.


We were met outside Schull by a suave and self-assured figure, a giant in himself and, it would soon seem to me, in this genre of journalism. Superbly well-informed, like a raddled Raymond Chandler, he rattled off facts and gee-whiz features of the crime, as if airily recounting salient points of the Black Dahlia murder. I could only imagine how close he was to some Deep Throat source. Clearly, he was completely trusted by at least one garda of senior rank.


Eoin Bailey was, of course, Ian Bailey. Abandoning Gloucester after a bitter divorce, the Manchester native had washed ashore in West Cork in 1991, changing his name in a bid to become more Irish than the Irish themselves.


When, seven weeks after Sophie’s body was found, Ian Bailey was first arrested for her brutal killing, the scales fell abruptly from my eyes. Until then, I’d been utterly beguiled by his performance, even as my instincts had been perplexed and my rational reconstruction of events confused. I never dreamed I had been working hand-in-glove with a man who would soon admit to being the prime suspect. Now, to realise that the killer insights he’d given me were from the suspected killer himself, I felt as if I’d been struck by lightning. Everything that had been eluding me in those first few weeks made perfect sense.


I knew then with blazing clarity that there was no garda source. He had not been furnished with intimate and astounding details of the crime by anyone, outside of himself. I felt sick to the pit of my stomach.


I have been nauseated many times since that moment of awakening, as further facts emerged to validate my suspicions. I managed to secure the first interview with Bailey post-arrest. I was fully awake to him by then, hearing and seeing with new eyes his twisting ways at work.


I stayed in touch with him over the many years that followed – not just as a journalist, but with a growing duty to Sophie and her family, and to something bent utterly out of shape by Bailey: the truth itself.


This story has haunted me and my career for almost thirty years. It’s a story I could not fully tell before, in an Ireland whose defamation laws effectively shield many criminals: simple, subversive and sociopathic alike.


The system places the onus of proof on a libel defendant. How can a newspaper give proof where no prosecution took place? In the event, Bailey sued several newspapers – and was badly burned, stuck with a bill that he could not pay but which badly dented the media publishers. He studied law and became a serial litigant, effectively patrolling any intrusion of veracity into his widening web of lies.


Yet there comes a day of reckoning. As this fascinating and endlessly shocking murder case moves inexorably into Irish history, Sophie Toscan du Plantier should finally be vindicated – and honoured – with the truth of what occurred.


That time is now.









CHAPTER 1


A Journalist’s Journey Begins


The call to go to West Cork came through from Dave O’Connell, news editor at The Star, and bang went the idea of more time off over the holidays, even though Christmas had passed. The whole country was about to be in the grip of the grotesque, unexplained murder of the visiting Parisienne, and, as a crime correspondent, trouble was my business. ‘Martin will be around to your house to pick you up,’ said Dave. ‘Oh, and I’d bring an overnight bag,’ he added languidly. This was going from bad to worse. I mentally shredded appointments – mainly drinking, let’s be honest. I was thirty-three years old, and now the brother, home from England, would have to amuse himself. The missus was already out at work; I’d ring her later to let her know. Away for a day or two.


Martin Maher was one of the newspaper’s photographers. Journalists and snappers go about in news teams, and Martin would be driving and claiming back all that glorious mileage. West Cork, no less. It was a payday for him, I thought, as I mournfully packed my bag – toothbrush, inhaler, pyjamas and stubborn electrical leads that squirmed like snakes – but for me, nothing but four to five hours of bouncing around, the roads being bad, and having to listen to Martin grouse about Jim Dunne on the picture desk, his boss and specialised subject. He was, in general, terrified of Dunner. Anyway, Happy Christmas.


I took a last slug of coffee heading out the door, my bag slung over my shoulder, notebook in the pocket. ‘Do you need a pee?’ I asked Martin, who had come from the Dublin suburb of Marino to Castleknock – it was going to be a long drive. He shook his head and I climbed into his red Peugeot 205 van with a heavy heart, as he shoved some equipment aside to make way. I threw my bag in the back and settled down for the long, uncomfortable journey ahead.


Martin jammed the van into gear, then screeched away. Snappers were always rough with their vehicles, I’d noticed, but tender with their cameras. What did I know about this job? he asked. Not much. Dave had rung with the bare facts. I had been trying not to pay too much attention to the ‘woman murdered down in Cork’ over the past few days, as that was work and I was on a much-needed break. Dave had said to get to Schull, that we’d meet our stringer on top of a steep slope outside the town. ‘Some bloke by the name of’ – I checked a scrap of paper torn from my pad – ‘Eoin Bailey.’ Martin grunted, clearly having never heard of him. Some chancer, probably.


I felt a stab of worry. What steep slope exactly? What if we went to the wrong one? And where was Schull anyway? Martin chucked me the Road Atlas of Ireland as he negotiated the twists and turns for heading south. I turned to the page indicated by a numbered box at the back, on the outline of Ireland. ‘Okay, get to Cork first, obviously, then it’s the N71 you want. Bandon, Clonakilty, Skib … Ballydehob. Christ, Martin, it’s a very long way. They call it Schull’ – I tapped my head – ‘but it’s more like the arsehole of Ireland. Will there be enough light?’


This question was already playing on his mind. ‘Ah, Jesus,’ he said. It was December and already past 10 a.m. leaving Dublin, so we wouldn’t arrive ’til late afternoon. Martin gave another little surge on the accelerator. He’s already fretting over Dunner, I thought.


Along the way, we pulled in to refuel and buy a paper for the latest on the story. Never one to miss a prank, I approached Martin’s tank carrying the petrol nozzle, not diesel, causing him to have a conniption. It was all in the game, and it was a great game then, when newspapers sold. Murders sold them, big events; and this was a woman. We would not be going anywhere if some bowsie had kicked his father down the stairs in dreary Drimoleague.


1996 had been a bloody year. Nineteen women were murdered, starting with Marilyn Rynn, who got off a bus in Blanchardstown after a Christmas party and promptly vanished. Her body, hidden in undergrowth, wasn’t found until January. There had been a cold snap and it miraculously preserved the DNA sample that nailed her killer. David Lawler, who looked like a ‘Jesus freak’, was the first offender ever trapped in Ireland by his own genetic identity. That atrocity was followed by the murder of Joyce Quinn, a Kildare shopkeeper, who stopped to give a lift to a young neighbour, Kenneth O’Reilly, who turned out to be sexually obsessed with her. He killed Joyce in a flurry of stabbings when she stopped to drop him off. Soon, the blood-drenched litany had the Women’s Aid agency cataloguing ‘femicide’ for the first time in Ireland.


In June, the journalist Veronica Guerin, whom I knew personally, was blasted to death at close range as she sat in her car. My new next-door neighbour, Charlie Bowden, was involved in that callous murder, carried out by the Gilligan drugs gang. I soon moved house. So did Charlie, turning state’s evidence when caught in an Aladdin’s cave of imported drugs. He entered Ireland’s first witness-protection programme. I twice gave evidence as to what I knew in the Special Criminal Court. Ironically enough, the man who sold Bowden the house and my former next-door neighbour, Garda Paul Moran, was now in the Emergency Response Unit. He stood in front of Bowden in the dock, wearing a Kevlar vest, his hand ready by the butt of a Glock pistol. Three men from the one semi-detached building: the not-quite-defendant turned tell-all, his armed defender, and a reporter-cum-witness: Muggins.


The Star did murders well. A relatively recent creation, the paper was eating heartily into the circulation of British tabloids in Ireland. It forced the creation of Irish editions for some of those titles, with Dublin newsrooms. The Star had won a niche by responding early to killings, collating facts and photos, and the others were now catching up. The Sun and Daily Mirror had joined the fray, most notably with the body-in-the-boot murder. The details were truly ghastly. A sickening smell forced the opening of an abandoned car’s boot at Athlone railway station. Revealed were the remains of missing nurse Philomena Gillane. Suspicion fell on the husband, Pat Gillane, who appeared broken-hearted at the funeral, with red eyes, accepting the condolences of friends and neighbours. I subsequently sat down in his kitchen for a one-on-one with Pat, not the first time I had interviewed a murderer with both of us knowing he was the killer. Pat knew it for sure and I relied on my journalistic sixth sense. As the questions became more pointed, he started worrying a steak knife on the table. ‘What’s all this, Pat? Are you going to murder someone else?’ He was subsequently jailed for life and lost an appeal. All in all, I thought I was by now pretty experienced; I had seen my first byline in a national newspaper, The Irish Press, back in 1983. I knew my onions.


‘At last,’ said Martin, ‘this is Schull now’, rousing me from some late-afternoon reverie.


I shifted in my seat, bones aching after long confinement. It looked a pretty enough place and we had made good time; there was still plenty of light. All we had to do was find this steep slope on the other side of town. Our promised stringer ought to be there already, the paper having hired him for the day. Soon we were indeed ascending, and as we did so, a Shakespearean figure stood gaunt against the sky. I remember turning to my colleague, grimly hunched at the wheel, and gesturing ahead. ‘I know West Cork is bohemian, Martin, but this is ridiculous.’


We slowed at the summit and it fell to me to call from an open window: ‘Eoin Bailey?’


The single-word reply, delivered in a crisp English accent so at odds with his name, was itself Shakespearean. ‘He,’ the man answered grandly.


He crouched down to look in at us – two little elves of industry – and we immediately had a problem: Bailey was just too big. Martin’s marvellous van had only two seats. There was nothing for it but to open the Peugeot’s hatchback and for me to crawl onto the ribbed steel inside, my discomfort about to get a whole lot worse. Our guest came first. The passenger seat was rattled back and lank-haired Eoin managed to somehow inveigle himself into the available space, a curl of his black Crombie coat covering the gearstick, which Martin brushed away.


‘So, you can take us from here?’ asked Martin of his guest, as I ferreted through my bag for my notebook.


Bailey indicated assent, flicking a finger in an onward direction, and we were off again.


‘Right then – hello, Eoin, nice to meet you and all that,’ I said from my ridiculous position, lying behind him, almost flat on my back. ‘Can you please tell me everything you know about this murder, starting with the victim?’









CHAPTER 2


Movement towards Murder


In weak winter sun, short days before, Sophie Toscan du Plantier had flown into Ireland on Aer Lingus flight EI-0512 from Charles de Gaulle airport. Another passenger on the flight, Mary O’Flaherty, recalled the frustration of a delay on the tarmac in Paris. She was in 4E, the middle seat, with a woman seated to her right, at window seat 4F, who ‘seemed to be travelling on her own’. There was no conversation, not even about the need to get airborne. While stopped at Dublin for refuelling, most of the passengers onward-bound for Cork stood up to stretch, but the ‘quiet and reserved’ lady in 4F remained seated.


Shane Minogue, an engineer from Clonakilty, was on that flight. The woman he had noticed in the departure lounge in Paris was now also in the baggage hall in Cork when they arrived at their final destination. Touchdown was at 2.25 p.m. Shane too noted that the woman was travelling alone.


Verna Hyde, car-rental agent with Avis, looked up at her next customer. ‘The woman gave me her gold credit card. The name was Sophie Bouniol.’ A full credit voucher was produced, obtained through a travel agent, carrying the alternative name of Toscan du Plantier. ‘As far as I can recall, I asked for her driving licence and wrote particulars on the rental agreement. The same with her telephone number in France,’ said Verna. ‘I completed the rest of it and she signed.’ The car was new, a silver Ford Fiesta, registration 96 C 14459, and mileage 12,733. It was due to be returned in less than a week, on St Stephen’s Day at 9.15 a.m.


Verna Hyde recalled a small woman who was alone and spoke good English, with a French accent. Of slim build, she had ‘browny, auburn hair’ and wore a brown coat with a woolly, furry effect. The woman ‘seemed a bit distracted and was not taking any notice of what I was doing. She was pleasant at the same time’. Verna estimated her as ‘early forties’. It was a fair guess: Sophie was thirty-nine. ‘When I asked for a contact number, she gave it and said Dunmanus. She knew her way around. When I asked if she knew where the car park was, she said yes. She was very familiar with Cork airport and her surroundings. I didn’t take any notice of what baggage she had, although I know she had a trolley.’


In mid-afternoon, Sophie drove her rental Fiesta into the little petrol station at Camier’s shop in Ballydehob. A bustling town on the main road linking Cork city and Schull and all points beyond, it was a good place to stop. On the forecourt were bags of kindling, coal and briquettes – useful to start a fire at her holiday home, still twenty kilometres away. One of the attendants put the items in her car and directed her inside to pay.


Kitty Kingston, manageress, recalled the unaccompanied woman as ‘thin, small, blonde’, with shoulder-length hair, and remembered she drove a silver Ford Fiesta. Nothing further was bought, but the purchases in pursuit of a homely open-hearth put the customer over the qualifying amount for the seasonal Grand Raffle.


As she handed back the lady’s change, Kitty said, ‘I asked her name – to put in a book for a turkey draw for Christmas.’ The visitor looked pleased, then frowned. ‘She asked me what day the turkey draw would be taking place.’ Full of chat, closing the till, Kitty cheerily supplied the date – and heard, after a pause, a drowsily accented answer.


‘Whatever day I told her the draw was on, she said she thought she would not be around.’ So, the woman did not sign the entry sheet, already scrawled on by others. ‘I had a short conversation. She spoke English. She told me it was a stick-shift car. She appeared to have trouble pulling up, and I’d been looking at the car jerking. She said she was going west for Christmas, and it occurred to me that it was unusual to be on your own.’


Sophie pleasantly said goodbye and left. A glitter outside the shop window flashed, stopped, shone again, as the silver car lurched forward a little, then drove smoothly away. Kitty Kingston would remember her gentle face in days to come. In the meantime, the plump turkey was destined to be won by someone else.


*


Eventually the silver car scrunched up the driveway to an imposing two-storey cottage, though more resembling a farmhouse, at Dunmanus West, Toormore, West Cork. Sophie hopped in and out of the Fiesta, in more stop-start manoeuvres, to first open the six-bar entrance gate some seventy metres from the house and then to close it behind her vehicle. It was dark as she did so. Above her loomed the building, mantled by hills, facing out to sea. The secluded setting, yet stunning views, had persuaded her to purchase.


The house was warm and cosy in the modest and narrow interior that belied its imposing frontage. There was no need to set a fire; it already glowed in the grate. Sophie’s housekeeper, Josie Hellen, had seen to everything, dotting windowsills with sprigs of holly for a seasonal touch. She’d remembered to check the bath, which she found spick and span. This was reassuring, because in April a year or two before, Sophie had complained to Josie that the bath was dirty when she arrived, much to Josie’s chagrin. ‘Excuse me,’ she’d insisted, ‘I cleaned the bath.’ Josie had run upstairs and ‘straightaway saw that it had been used. I had cleaned it on the Thursday, and this was Friday, so it was used on Thursday night.’ The house had then been checked to find where the bath bandit had entered – and an open window was discovered at the back porch. Locks were quickly acquired and fixed, to stop it from ever happening again. Who could have possibly done it, and why? They suspected the next-door neighbour, Alfie Lyons, aged sixty-six, who had no running water at the time and with whom Sophie had minor differences. He was being prosecuted over cannabis possession and supply. Sophie wanted Josie to keep any newspaper story that might appear about him. Alfie would eventually be fined IR£170 by the District Court.


On this Friday, however, with no bath issues, Sophie settled into her restful retreat just after 4.30 p.m. Next, she made a telephone call to Josie Hellen, thanking the housekeeper for all her preparations. Sophie had already told Josie prior to arrival that she would be alone on this trip, hoping to ‘rest and organise her work’. The conversation, in which Josie welcomed Sophie back again, was short and mutually respectful. Sophie rang off. A girlfriend then rang from Paris to check that she had arrived safely. Agnès Thomas was a friend from Unifrance, the French cinema monolith, where Sophie had worked. Yes, the trip had been fine, and she was happy to be back in Ireland, Sophie said. She mentioned she was going to go to sleep in the little bedroom, over the kitchen, because it was warmest. It was then 11.15 p.m. ‘I was her best friend, we were very close,’ said Agnès, who knew the property from a previous visit. ‘We talked to each other all the time, because she was preoccupied with her husband, her family life, the baby that she wanted to have.’


*


Four kilometres east of Sophie’s house was the home of another Ford Fiesta, this one white and nine years older than Sophie’s rental. It belonged to a Welsh artist named Jules Thomas, who lived at a homestead known as The Prairie, in the nearby townland of Lissacaha. The Irish name Lios an Chatha translates as the ‘ring-fort of the battle’. At the time of the potato famine in the mid-nineteenth century, a landlord named Somerville planted a wood that became known as ‘The Prairie’, a jocular indication of the local propensity to call black white, and vice versa.


Living there, too, was Jules’ man-about-the-house, an Englishman named Ian Bailey, his identity restyled as Eoin Bailey to suit insertion into the Irish countryside. Dark and very tall, he’d been a fixture for about five years; or, as he put it that December, ‘sixty-four moons’. A dabbling poet and committed drinker, in time he would become known simply as ‘Bailey’, his moniker for decades to follow. Technically, Bailey didn’t reside at The Prairie. He rented a building known as the studio from Beryl Thomas, Jules’ mother, two hundred metres away on the same road. This habitation was cold, damp and in a state of disrepair, which meant that Bailey spent most of his time in the warm and comfortable house nearby. Also living at The Prairie were Jules’ three daughters, none of whom belonged to Bailey biologically. Saffron, known as Saffy, was twenty-two, her sister Virginia, called Ginny, was nineteen and their half-sister, Fenella, was fourteen. They did not like Ian Bailey, a disruptive force who had invaded their home and lives.


On the Friday when Sophie was travelling to her holiday home, Bailey professed to be at home all day, gardening and writing. That is, until around 10 p.m. that night, when the white 1987 Fiesta containing Jules and Bailey came rolling down the hill on the R591 from Lissacaha. When they were travelling together, Jules mostly drove – which was not to say that thirty-nine-year-old Bailey did not comment adversely on her abilities, as other occasional passengers could testify. The car turned left, onto the R592 that led into Schull and what would become a weekend of pre-Christmas celebrations. The couple went to The Courtyard bar, leaving the premises after midnight to head for the hills, this time with Ian Bailey in the driving seat. The Welshwoman and the Englishman had a strange codependency, an artist and opportunist flung together by fate. To the outside eye it was just another workable West Cork hook-up.


Meanwhile, an innocent traveller had finally settled gratefully into her Irish retreat as the chaotic couple rattled off home.









CHAPTER 3


Sophie in Her Solitude


On Saturday morning, 21 December, Sophie awoke in the warmer back bedroom of her holiday home. Her normal sleeping place was a ‘pedestal bed’ at the front of the house, facing the coast. She had often marvelled to others about the searing flash of the Fastnet lighthouse, far out to sea, which beamed into her bedroom at night. She found it reassuring, a security light of Victorian grandeur, with its warning optic perched fifty metres above the rock, its slender pillar pounded mercilessly by the waves. Always without effect.


The cottage was in a mountain cleft, a hidden cocoon of only three houses. Behind her own was that of Alfie Lyons and his partner Shirley Foster, and a good deal farther away was the home of the Richardsons, an English couple who were almost always absent. The only others in the immediate vicinity were croup-swishing cattle and a string of horses, with some sheep dotted about. This was why she always kept the six-bar gate at the end of the drive closed, to stop them from entering. There was another gate, behind the house, leading into the lane to Alfie and Shirley’s place, which required a knack to open, a diagonal lift. On the land between them stood a storehouse that Sophie initially thought she had acquired when buying the house – only to later discover that wasn’t the case.


Her cottage had been paid for by her husband, the French movie mogul Daniel Toscan du Plantier. He had visited Dunmanus West only once, years before, content to leave it as a bolthole for his wife. Meanwhile, the outhouse ownership issue had been resolved in Alfie Lyons’s favour, and although it rankled a little, he was not an unreasonable man. In any case, they had been perfectly pleasant in greeting each other since, as is necessary when sharing a driveway. Sophie would have seen lights on in the Lyons house the evening before, as she arrived in dropping darkness to her own.


Finbarr Hellen, housekeeper Josie’s husband, had ninety acres of what he described as ‘mountain and roughage’ close at hand. With a farmer’s precision, he could say that ‘Alfred’ Lyons had five or six acres, Sophie ten and the Richardsons three. There were dry stone walls, thick hedges of briar, and fences strung with barbed wire to delineate the complicated borders of all these empires and enclaves, with Finbarr likely the only one who understood it all. He knew that Sophie’s house had been originally owned by a Michael McCarthy, who willed it to Patrick McCarthy of Skibbereen, who sold it to Dan Ryan, who transferred it to a teacher from Limerick, Donal O’Connor, who had then sold it through an estate agent to the French couple in 1992 – though only Sophie’s name now appeared on the deeds. Finbarr continued to use some of her pasture for grazing, ‘and she did not object’. Sophie had wanted to know however if he was ever going to station a bull nearby, ‘as she wanted to walk the land owned by herself and that’s all she was interested in’, keeping safe, he said.


It was Finbarr who put in the six-bar gates at Sophie’s request, at both the bottom of the drive and as a link to the Lyons’ lane. ‘Alfie used to have a few goats around, and the goats ate Sophie’s shrubs,’ he said. Next Alfie started wiring off the boundary between his land and Finbarr’s. There had been words because the latter ‘told him not to put the barbed wire on top as it would destroy my horses’. They did not talk for a couple of months. Next Alfie was ‘careless’ with the gate at the bottom and a sign had to be put up: ‘Please close gate.’


Alfie and Sophie had little to do with each other, Finbarr thought. At noon that Saturday, Finbarr was out with his son John, aged fifteen, tending cattle. He spotted a silver car parked outside Sophie’s place. ‘I had a notion to go to the house and talk to her, but I didn’t,’ he regretted.


It was afternoon of the 21st by the time the silver Fiesta purred into life, followed by choreography with the gate. Sophie’s car turned left up the track to the road, which had a median of tufted grass. She turned right and met the winter sun and welcome sight of the sea. It was a matter of fifteen minutes before the last crest was mounted and she slid down into Schull. Within moments, she had parked and was entering The Courtyard bar on Main Street, intent on a late lunch. Owner Denis Quinlan spotted her sitting at the fireside, possibly the last tourist of 1996. ‘She stood out because of her dress sense.’ She was on her own and might have been having coffee. He was unsure because it was busy. The barman, Ernie Cantillon, had a better picture: he remembered serving the stylish French lady an open crab sandwich.


After lunch, about 2.30 p.m., Sophie shopped at Brosnan’s Spar supermarket, yards from The Courtyard, a steel basket over her arm as she passed through the aisles. A detailed receipt emerged later. She bought matches, the Irish Independent, Persil detergent, a cookery magazine, some parsley, a tray of yoghurts, bottles of Ballygowan spring water, a large bag of penne, lardons of bacon, a single courgette, chicory, onions, mushrooms, leek and potato soup, carrots, mixed vegetables, salami slices, cooked turkey, a bottle of Monini premium extra virgin olive oil, and a tube of Fox’s Classic biscuits. The bill came to IR£22.18, all smilingly bleeped through by Marguerite O’Leary on the checkout at eleven minutes to three. Marguerite recalled the lady was wearing a tan coat. She paid with a gold credit card and the pair jointly bundled the goods into Spar plastic bags.


Fifth-year student Oliver Brooke was also working in Brosnan’s that day. He was asked by Sophie whether they stocked the newspaper Le Monde. He checked, then said it would have to be ordered from Cork, but would be available the next weekday morning. ‘She said she would not be in again until Monday afternoon. I informed her we would keep the copy. I asked her name, and she said Sophie. I asked how it was spelled, and she told me. She did not leave her surname or address; it wasn’t necessary. I asked her if she wanted it for the rest of the week. She said only Monday, but would inform us if she wanted more. She had good English, but spoke with a French accent.’ Oliver then saw the lady leave alone and head towards the bank.


Local resident Ceri Williams, originally from Wales, was also shopping in Schull that day. Distracted by children, Ceri ‘physically bumped’ into the woman as Sophie came out of Brosnan’s supermarket. ‘I said “sorry” and she said “pardon”, and that was it. We walked on. I noted she was a very chic dresser and carried herself well.’ The lady was wearing a pale scarf, similar in colour to her hair. She was slim, not particularly tall, wearing trousers and a dark knitwear jacket.


‘She stood out – and as I worked previously in France, I took her to be French. She walked very confidently and appeared attractive in general, and these things caught my eye.’ She didn’t mention any coat.


Ceri was sure that Sophie was also spotted by Ian Bailey – whom Ceri saw on the opposite side of the road while she was still outside Brosnan’s. She recalled that he began walking in the same direction as Sophie.


Next Sophie stowed her shopping in the rented Fiesta, then made a bank withdrawal from an ATM in the sum of IR£200, the transaction traced to exactly 3.25 p.m.


At 4.15 p.m. that day, Sally Bolger went to feed her two ponies near Sophie’s house. She and her husband had just gone urban from a previous address in Dunmanus East, and Alfie Lyons had allowed their ponies to graze temporarily in one of his fields. Sally noticed a silver Ford Fiesta at the house in front of Alfie’s. It was becoming dusk, but the lights were not yet on in the house.


It appears that Sophie put away her shopping, the items distributed to their usual places. But then she got back into the hire car, drove down to the main road to a spot called Kealfadda, and turned right. There was a sighting of her by a fruit and veg trader named Jimmy Camier, who had an open-air trade in Goleen, a colourful little village five kilometres from the Kealfadda turn. No one knows why she went there – perhaps she simply fancied some idle sightseeing before the fading of the light. Jimmy had been ‘thinking of closing up’ when he had a last visitor, a polite foreign lady, who purchased some vegetables. Little was said, with some pointing, and then the pair smiled goodbye. Jimmy remembered her radiant face, the retreat to a small silver car.


*


Once again that Saturday evening, the pre-Christmas revellers in Schull included Jules Thomas and Ian Bailey. It was after 7 p.m. when they arrived at The Courtyard bar, where they had been the night before, and where Sophie had eaten a crab sandwich hours earlier. As the drinking began, Jules’ daughter Ginny was separately meeting friends elsewhere in town. At some stage after 11.30 p.m., Ginny and Jules made their way home together, but without Bailey. In Jules’ words, ‘My daughter Ginny Thomas and myself did not want a late night, so we left him there and drove home to Lissacaha.’


Mark Murphy, a Schull local, went to The Courtyard at 11 p.m. At that stage, Jules Thomas was still there. ‘At closing time I asked if anyone wanted to come back to my house for a drink,’ he said. The only acceptances were from Ian Bailey and fisherman Robert Shelly. ‘We brought our own drink,’ said Mark, who purchased four cans of Heineken. ‘I think Ian Bailey bought cans as well. He also had a naggin of whiskey. We got to my house at about 12.30 a.m.’ An hour later, Mark went to bed and left Bailey and Shelly talking to his mother, Patricia. She subsequently told Mark that, at 2 a.m., Bailey left to walk or hitch the almost seven kilometres home, ‘but came back after a short while and asked to stay the night’. He was allowed to sleep on a couch downstairs.


Patricia’s partner, Tony Doran, had gone to bed at midnight and was annoyed to be ‘wakened by noise downstairs, people talking’, but did not go down to remonstrate. ‘I went to sleep eventually.’ Patricia came to their bed as late as 6 a.m., he said. Tony rose late the following morning and was downstairs by 11.30 a.m. ‘It was then I saw Ian Bailey. He was coming out of the front room. I don’t particularly like the guy and I went into the kitchen to make myself breakfast, and he followed me and stood there watching. I said to him, “If you want to make yourself a cup of tea, go ahead.” He started to make a cup, and while doing so started talking, saying he should be in Bantry plucking turkeys for twelve midday. It was now already near that time. I think the reason he said it was because he thought I would offer to drive him. He mentioned it a few times. The last time, I said to him, “You are going to be very late, aren’t you?”’ An irritated Doran then left and drove away on his own. Later that Sunday, he said to Patricia, ‘Of all the people to bring into the house, it had to be Bailey.’ He explained: ‘I have seen Bailey in pubs, shouting and screaming his poetry down the back of your neck, and he disrupts pubs. I know about his drink problem and a few people close to Jules told me about her being assaulted – and getting an eye injury. The same people told me that it had happened to her before.’


Mark Murphy, who had organised the impromptu after-party, came to Bailey’s rescue with a lift: ‘On the following morning, midday to 1 p.m., I got up. I drove Ian Bailey back to The Prairie. It could have been 2 to 2.30 p.m. on Sunday, 22 December when I dropped Ian Bailey off at his house.’


The precision with times was helpful, because Bailey’s movements in the hours thereafter would become subject to intense scrutiny in the dark days to come.









CHAPTER 4


Her Last Day Alive


Strawberry-blonde Sophie had always possessed a fiery streak. A flouncing child with defiant eyes, she never quite lost her strongly self-willed nature in adulthood, though she mixed it with selflessness.


‘Sophie was open to everyone, very close to poor people, and kindness itself,’ said Eric Gentil, her occasional chauffeur. ‘She once brought a homeless young man into her apartment so that he could have a meal – without considering possible consequences. She did not perceive the danger that could present itself. She believed the world around her was of the same nature as herself – wise, understanding and natural.’


Sophie Andrée Jacqueline was born on 28 July 1957 in baby-booming Paris, a city reasserting itself after the Second World War. Her father, Georges, was a genial dentist and a man of infinite patience. Marguerite, her mother, was more forthright – and would become a tough deputy mayor of the second arrondissement, a district of the Right Bank. The smallest division of the capital, it nonetheless boasted the Grand Rex, largest cinema in Paris, where Sophie would be treated to a movie after making her First Holy Communion at nearby Notre Dame cathedral, with its flying buttresses and grinning gargoyles. The growing child bossed around her brother Bertrand, two years her junior, and got a name for wolfing Roquefort cheese. ‘She was very lively,’ remembers her uncle, Jean Pierre. ‘But a bad singer. If she opened her mouth to sing, it was a catastrophe.’


The siblings grew up in the urban bustle of rue Tiquetonne, close to Châtelet-Les Halles railway station and the former fruit and vegetable market, and also near the Louvre, a cultural oasis by the Jardin des Tuileries. School was in the city, and Sophie was like the children’s book character Madeline, fiercely brave amid the adult throng before joining a crocodile of pupils close to the main gates.


Every August, when Paris emptied, the family retreated to the cool south-central highlands of the Lozère, home of Georges Bouniol’s parents, and where entrancing and outspoken Marguerite Gazeau was born. In Lozère, Sophie felt oxygenated, freed from the claustrophobic city. This untamed place, and the wild creatures that inhabited it, spoke to her soul. She painted rocks, hills and sky, the stone farmhouses and spilling streams, wondering at the openness of the idyll that is the least populated department in France. She hardly thought there could be another place like it – until the dentist and civil servant thought their tomboy could do with improving her English, packing her off for the summer at age fourteen to Ireland. Her mother was to fall pregnant with a third child, Stéphane, while the eldest was away.


Sophie found herself staying with the madcap McKiernan family of eight children in Sutton, north of Dublin. They tried to spoil their paying guest with special meals, until she insisted on mucking in with everyone else, downing mince and mash, and fish fingers with foreign red ketchup. The McKiernans had a caravan and set off for the south – where Sophie’s eyes were opened to the beauty of the countryside, the glossy cows and the surging sea. She jumped at the chance to come back the next year, this time with Bertrand, and there were intermittent letters for years afterwards. Ireland had achieved mythic status, an ever-present ideal as she entered womanhood.


Sophie did her baccalaureate, then entered Paris 1, its designation after the break-up of the Sorbonne following the 1968 student riots. The fever of that year had passed and college days were relaxed, the lecture theatres just a twenty-minute walk from her home. She threw herself into societies, such as art appreciation – although she was nominally studying law. There was no legal vocation; she and her parents merely thought it a good foundation for an undecided entrant to the wider world. Then she suddenly clapped eyes on another student, the dark and brooding Pierre Jean Baudey.


Headstrong Sophie was suddenly head over heels, and the eyebrow-raising impetuousness led straight to the altar. C’est la vie: Georges and Marguerite could only smile through as the newly expecting Sophie married in Orléans at the age of twenty-two. Their first grandchild, Pierre-Louis, was a wonderful balm to any anxiety they had, arriving in March 1981.


Then Sophie was done with marriage, just as she was done with law. She moved into a small apartment with her one-year-old son, taking small jobs – one she loved at a book-shop – while the tot was in crèche or with his grandmother.


Life was fraught for a time before the newly divorced young woman landed a plum PR job with Unifrance. It was work she adored, even if her strong personality led to friction with her line manager. All would be smoothed out by an executive named Daniel Toscan du Plantier, the man who would become her second husband. It was a slow-burning relationship. He frequently invited her out, and she sometimes went. She knew he was married; but he insisted he was getting divorced.


At the Cannes Film Festival, Daniel invited her to a lavish dinner hosted at a chateau by Le Monde. A card at her place setting read ‘Toscan du Plantier, escort’ and she angrily tore it up, looking daggers at her sheepish companion. A politician then mistook her for actress Isabelle Huppert – one of Daniel’s former lovers – and finally she had had it, pushing back her chair and abruptly exiting. Daniel found her outdoors, and she read him the riot act.


‘An assertive character, she argued her point of view with pugnacity but also diplomacy,’ said Gentil, who became their driver following their wedding in 1991 conducted by Marguerite, mother of the bride. ‘He and Sophie seemed very in love with each other. They called each other on the phone all the time in the car. Their warmth and loving intonation did not indicate any discord. He often gave her flowers. Daniel was a ladies’ man. But Sophie was different. Elegant, with little make-up, she didn’t try to please or attract attention.’


She had always been assertively independent, and yet incongruously trusting. A friend, Fatima Zandouche, revealed that Sophie at one point allowed a Paris tramp to sleep at night in her car, parked near her apartment on the rue Rambuteau. Something of the same reckless impulse must have sent her to Ireland at the last minute, in the dying days of December 1996.


Her final words to her mother were not ‘Au revoir’. For some reason, Sophie concluded their call with ‘Adieu, Maman’.


*


On the morning of Sunday, 22 December, Sophie had some reading to do, since she and her husband had talked of remaking some classic French cinema shorts from earlier in the century. In the afternoon, with work out of the way, she decided on a drive to Three Castles Head at the upper end of the peninsula. A triad of turrets stood within one perimeter, that of ruined Dunlough, the fort of the lake. A thirteenth-century version of an infinity pool was found here, a small freshwater lough threatening at any moment to tumble into the briny Atlantic. The strange conjunction was said to give rise to misty effects, and there were tales of a mythical Lady of the Lake, a water-walking banshee of dire portent who was said to roam the ripples.


Sophie, wearing trusty boots, parked her car and tramped the windswept walk about the foam-flecked lake, the old stones of the tumbled stronghold telling of a fallen time.


Next, Sophie visited a French couple, Tomi and Yvonne Ungerer, who lived in the closest house to Three Castles Head. Tomi was a writer and illustrator from Alsace who had written over 120 books and whose motto was ‘expect the unexpected’. Yvonne, who was a former international model, said of Sophie: ‘She probably would have known of Tomi from his reputation as a writer in France. She would come here for walks when on holiday.’ It turned out they had a mutual friend, a French minister of culture, while Tomi knew of Sophie’s husband and his standing in their homeland, where Daniel, head of Unifrance, was a personal friend of President Jacques Chirac.


Yvonne had left to pick up her sons, Pascal and Lukas, who were away at college but coming home for Christmas. It had to be about 1 p.m. when she went, ‘because of the bus’ with its scheduled stop, she said. ‘As I was preparing to leave I saw a silver car, smallish. I am not good with cars.’ It was likely Sophie’s Fiesta, left in the car park while she wandered. ‘It was facing west towards the sea,’ unoccupied. ‘When we got home,’ she said, ‘Sophie was here with Tomi. This would have been about 2.30 p.m. He has told me since that she was here for about half an hour … in front of the fire, drinking wine. Tomi was very enthused about her presence. It was apparent to me that they had been engaged in a deep, interesting conversation. Tomi does not like trivia or gaps. He likes intelligent conversation.


‘I came into the kitchen to prepare a fry for the boys. Sophie came in also, to watch me prepare. She was curious, particularly about the cooking. There was general coming and going. We were speaking in French. I cannot ever recall speaking English to her. She spoke about her parents near Toulouse, her son at school in France, the theatre, and what was going on in Paris. She did not mention her husband, or anything about Ireland. She said she had no special plans for Christmas, but was unsure about her return date to France.


‘She spoke about a feeling of foreboding she got from being up at the castles. We spoke of old Irish Celtic stories about the area up there – that is, the Lady of the Lake. We then retired again to the sitting room. We were both, Tomi and I, enthused about her visit … I felt it was the beginning of a very good friendship.’ Sophie left at 4 p.m. ‘It wasn’t dark, but getting dark. We exchanged addresses.’


Yvonne asked Sophie what she was doing for the next few days, meaning Christmas. She replied, ‘Nothing special.’ Yvonne said, ‘Don’t be alone: give us a call or we’ll give you a call.’


Tomi recalled how Sophie had two glasses of red wine as they discussed how Ireland was alive with literature. On the question of her foreboding, he said, ‘She may have sounded a bit anxious, but it is difficult to put my finger on it.’ She indicated the reason she was in Ireland was to be alone, which was strange, but he could understand.


Tomi found her well-read and vivacious. She refused a third glass of wine, but accepted the gift of half-a-dozen eggs ‘for her supper’. Sophie was wearing expensive-looking, black-leather trousers, brown suede hiking boots, a white or cream ribbed polo neck sweater, a beige wool blazer and a navy jacket. The illustrator also noticed a navy woollen cap and wine-coloured gloves. Taking her leave, with smiles all round, Sophie drove away.


The Frenchwoman piloted the Fiesta on a twenty-minute drive to Crookhaven, nine kilometres farther east on the Mizen Peninsula. The village was something of a geographical fetlock on this leg of land, with a large expanse of water to be skirted on the way in and out. But there was all the time in the world as Sophie’s rental glided past Chimney Cove and Galley Cove, into Crookhaven with its pier and pubs, lobster pots and bobbing boats.


At O’Sullivan’s bar, the inner door opened and admitted Sophie. She would regularly come to this pub when in Ireland because the landlord, Billy O’Sullivan, his wife, Angela, and their twenty-nine-year-old son, Dermot, all spoke fluent French. Sophie was welcomed with Christmas greetings. Dermot served her a pot of tea with slices of lemon. His father took the money for the minor transaction, while Sophie sat by the fire for a while. Another customer, Gerard Kelly, who was with his wife, Aileen, noticed a spitting log suddenly tumble from the grate. He was amazed at Sophie’s instant reaction. ‘She picked up the burning timber’ with deft fingers, throwing it back in, ‘and may have burnt her right hand’.


Sophie had a second cup of tea. She was still there at 4.45 p.m., noticed barman Dermot. At some point soon thereafter, the little Fiesta ferried Sophie home in darkness, past coastguard cottages on the other side of the inlet, the winking beacon of the low Crookhaven light, through Shanavalley and Spanish Cove, into Goleen, the last remaining settlement. Beyond lay Knockaphuca, the hill of the Pooka, a mischievous spirit. Then a turn to the left at Kealfadda bridge and a wending way home. It was only twenty minutes from Crookhaven.


Back home in Dunmanus West, Sophie prepared an evening meal. Then, she made a call to the Paris apartment of best friend Agnès Thomas, to wish her a happy fortieth birthday. A message was recorded at 6.32 p.m. French time, 5.32 p.m. Irish, meaning Sophie had driven straight home from Crookhaven. She was recorded asking Agnès, who had been out celebrating, to call her back, but it was after midnight when her friend got the message, and too late to do so.


On the Sunday evening, Goleen postman Tommy Hodnett rumbled his green van into the vicinity, a special Christmas service. ‘I called at 6 p.m. with mail for Alfie Lyons and put it in the postbox near the gate. I noticed lights in Sophie’s house. There was light in an upstairs room and also lights on downstairs.’ He assumed it must be Josie Hellen in the house, to whom he often dropped Sophie’s post, mainly bills. By 7.30 p.m., Sophie was making a call to Josie – aimed at fixing up for coal bought and other requisites, including the housekeeper’s IR£4 an hour for cleaning.


But Josie was out, her daughter Catherine said. So was handyman Pat Hegarty, phoned next – whom Sophie hoped would do some work on her fireplace. It was his daughter Joanne, at 7.50 p.m., who took the holidaymaker’s message in his absence. Sophie had taken off her boots – her housekeeper recalled that she generally placed them on the stairs but never took them up. Next, Josie called Sophie back, having arrived home from socialising. It was 9.45 p.m. The two women regretted missing each other – Josie said she had a headache – but arranged to call over to Sophie around noon on Monday. Sophie apologised that she had not called over to Josie, and asked her to bring handyman Pat with her, if possible, to look at the fireplace the next day. Sophie was ‘in great form’, according to Josie, and the call ended after fifteen minutes.


*


Earlier that same Sunday, Jules Thomas met Mark Murphy’s van as she drove in towards Schull, at around 2.15 p.m. She saw Bailey in the front passenger seat and ‘presumed Mark was bringing him home to my place’. Bailey had been briefly in Brosnan’s Spar to get the Sunday paper.


When Jules returned, the pair had salmon for supper. He ‘began to relax’ before they headed yet again for town at about nine o’clock. Jules drove into the car park of the Spar supermarket, since Main Street had no available spaces. ‘We went into The Galley pub and had a few drinks,’ she said. ‘I was in the back where musicians were playing and Ian was coming and going to the front bar. I can’t say what drink Ian had. I had three small bottles of wine.’


However, shop assistant Mairead Murphy contradicted this account. She said she saw Ian Bailey sitting alone in the corner of O’Regan’s, a different pub, ‘tapping away’ on a bodhrán. ‘He was on his own. It was about 9.30 p.m. He made a phone call, I presume to Jules. He had a few pints taken. He was cheery. He left O’Regan’s.’ Mairead and two other girls later went to The Galley, and saw Bailey there, this time with Jules about. ‘We sat down. I saw Ian talking to Dave, owner of The Galley. Jules was sitting in a corner of the front bar. There was a group of lads playing traditional Irish music in the back.’


Venita, wife of Dave and co-owner of The Galley, corroborated this story. She first saw Jules drinking on her own. Some time later, Ian Bailey ‘arrived in the side door’.


Venita’s husband, the host, remembered them at a table. ‘I do not know what time they came, but they were the last couple to leave.’ The last drinks order rung into the till comprised a wine, long-neck bottle and a measure of spirits. ‘It was a busy night, with about sixty customers in and out.’ Almost all had left by 12.30 a.m. During the music session, Ian Bailey played the bodhrán and recited his poetry. ‘Generally, Bailey would attend these sessions, suss out the band and, if he thought they were favourable, get the bodhrán … I remember giving him a towel to put around the stick to muffle the sound. He was the last of the customers to leave, with Jules.’


Galley barman John McGowan remembered that Bailey ‘played the bodhrán and sang while we were cleaning up, between midnight and 1 a.m.’ He was in good spirits but not drunk, he said. This clashes with the account of Bernadette Kelly, who sat beside the bodhrán man with his ‘posh English accent’ yet scruffy look, ‘stale drink marks around his mouth’. She didn’t know Bailey, who ‘appeared to have a lot of drink taken’. He and Jules left with a pint bottle of Guinness, maybe two.


‘Bailey was after five to six pints of Guinness and maybe one or two shorts,’ McGowan said. ‘Jules had three to four vodkas.’ If he clashed with Jules’s own account of what she was drinking, the barman independently confirmed the final order: ‘The last time I served him, I gave him a drop of whiskey, a pint bottle of Guinness and a small bottle of wine. He drank the whiskey, a Powers, in one go.’ When paying for the drink, Bailey counted out coins. ‘He spent some time at it’, and was twenty pence short, but gratefully availed of festive forgiveness.


Next, stated Jules, ‘Ian went and brought the car from the car park to the front of The Galley, and I jumped in.’ She waited in the alley alongside the bar because of a ‘freezing east wind’. The big man was set to drive, with bodhrán and stick chucked onto the back seat. It was distinctly cold, already below zero.


Unknown to Bailey, a garda car had spotted him. In it was Sergeant Gerard Prendeville. He was aware that Bailey had been banned from driving, but he didn’t know if the ban had yet run out. ‘I remember observing Ian Bailey sitting in the white Ford Fiesta he and Jules Thomas use,’ the policeman said. ‘He was alone in the car, seated in the driver’s seat and parked on my left, between the supermarket and Brosnan’s car park. There was nobody on the street and it was very quiet … it was my intention to stop Bailey if I met him driving. From what I have seen in the past, if he was out for the night with his friend Jules, she would normally drive home and I took it as unusual to see Bailey in the driving seat alone. So, with that in mind, I drove up to the top of the town, to a place known locally as Paddy Mac’s, and turned around at that junction. I then travelled back down to town.’ Prendeville hoped to intercept Bailey as he drove past him along the road out of town.


By the time Prendeville returned, ‘Bailey’s car was gone. I turned right and went down the pier road. There was no sign of Bailey. I presumed, therefore, he had gone ahead … and either by accident or design avoided me.’


Jules recalled that ‘we came home the usual way, along the bog road’. Of the garda car that had passed her as she stood in the alley, she said, ‘Had he waited fifteen seconds, he would have seen me get in.’


Had Bailey been challenged and failed a breath test, he would have been arrested on the spot and forced to spend another night away from home. Instead, he had successfully negotiated an escape from Schull, wittingly or unwittingly, the law thwarted.


*


At around 9.20 p.m. that Sunday evening, Shirley Foster, Alfie’s wife, went to close the downstairs curtains. She noticed that the outside light near the kitchen door was on in the next-door holiday home. She could only see the gable end, but it signalled that the Frenchwoman was installed and even en fête for Christmas. Pleased at this sign of life, Shirley closed the curtains. She and Alfie then went to bed early together and watched a Tom Cruise movie about a murder in the Marine Corps, A Few Good Men.
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