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ALMOST THE PERFECT MURDER
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1. A Missing Person

The anguish was written on the man’s face when he walked through the front doors of Stepaside Garda Station. Frank O’Hara was facing every parent’s worst nightmare: one of his children was missing and he feared the worst. He had been unable to reach his daughter Elaine for nearly two days and no one had seen or heard from her. It was out of character – Elaine spoke to him on the phone at least once a day – and he was deeply concerned. It was Friday morning, 24 August 2012. He had last seen her on Wednesday afternoon, when she had called in to him after being discharged from hospital. They had visited Shanganagh Cemetery and placed some fresh plants on her mother’s grave. He told the officers his daughter had seemed in good spirits.

The previous morning – Thursday – Elaine O’Hara had been due to start working as a volunteer at the Tall Ships Festival in Dublin city centre. It was a significant event in his daughter’s life and she had been looking forward to it for months. She had attended a training day for volunteers and wouldn’t have missed it for the world. At the newsagent’s where she worked part-time, Elaine had booked time off for the duration of the two-day festival. She had also arranged to get a lift into town from her father’s partner, Sheila Hawkins, early on Thursday morning. Elaine suffered from a chronic lack of confidence and her appointment as a team leader at the festival was a major achievement. This was an important undertaking for her. Her family and doctors saw her enthusiasm for the Tall Ships event as hugely encouraging.

Sheila’s apartment was directly opposite Elaine’s, and late on Wednesday night she noticed that there was no sign of life inside. It seemed odd, but she told herself that Elaine had probably gone to bed early for the big day ahead. At 10.34 p.m. she sent Elaine a short text saying: ‘See you 7.15 a.m.’ There was no response.

When Elaine failed to turn up for her lift, Sheila drove over to the apartment. She rang the bell but got no answer. She tried Elaine’s phone, got no answer to it either and left a voice message. Sheila called Frank O’Hara at 8.30 a.m. to tell him what had happened. Elaine’s sister, Ann, had phoned her twice on Wednesday evening, to say she was glad she was out of hospital, but got no reply.

A few hours later Frank called round to Elaine’s apartment, letting himself in with a key she had given him for emergencies. The apartment was empty and her iPhone, which was her permanent appendage, was plugged into the charger. He assumed that she had overslept and then rushed out in a panic, forgetting her phone. By 11.30 p.m. Frank still hadn’t heard from his daughter, so he sent her a text: ‘Are you alive?’ Sheila Hawkins noticed that there was still no sign of life in the apartment and that Elaine’s car was not in the underground car park. She thought Elaine must be working late at the festival in Dublin.

First thing the following morning Sheila Hawkins checked the apartment again. When there was still no sign of Elaine or her car, the niggling feeling she’d had since Wednesday night turned into apprehension. She called Frank O’Hara for the second morning in a row. He visited the apartment again and found nothing had moved since the previous day. The phone was still charging. He now noticed that Elaine’s handbag had been left behind. It was obvious that she had not returned overnight.

Frank O’Hara phoned St Edmundsbury Hospital, the mental health facility Elaine had left two days earlier, and spoke to her doctor, Matt Murphy. He confirmed she hadn’t returned. Frank’s worry turned to dread after speaking to the organizers at the Tall Ships Festival. They told him Elaine hadn’t turned up, which had surprised them because she had been so enthusiastic about her role as a team leader. They had also phoned Elaine but got no reply. Frank became distressed and called his other grown-up children to help him search. He couldn’t quell the sense of foreboding that his daughter might have taken her own life. So he went to the local Garda station to report her missing.

Elaine’s father and siblings had good reason to suspect the worst. Since childhood her life had been blighted by a variety of mental health issues. Born on St Patrick’s Day in 1976, Elaine was the first child of Frank and Eileen O’Hara. Frank was a banker and Eileen a teacher. The couple lived in relative comfort in middle-class Killiney in South Dublin. In 1978 their second daughter, Ann, was born, followed by Frank junior in 1982 and John, the youngest, two years later. In 1986, when Elaine was ten, the family moved to Oakdene in Killiney. She attended St John’s National School in Ballybrack, where her mother worked, and Our Lady of Good Counsel National School in Killiney when the family moved. She later went to St Joseph of Cluny Secondary School in Killiney. When Elaine was fifteen her parents discovered that she had been the victim of bullying at school, and around the same time a close friend was killed in a road accident. Together these events became the triggers for underlying psychiatric problems which had been festering since about the age of twelve. After that she slid into a downward spiral of chronic depression and anxiety. To compound matters she suffered from asthma and diabetes and began smoking heavily. Dyslexia, which affected her writing and verbal abilities, added to her sense of insecurity and low self-esteem. Life had dealt Elaine O’Hara a raw deal.

Elaine’s complex psychiatric issues manifested themselves when she started to self-harm by cutting herself. When Elaine was sixteen, Ann found her in the upstairs bathroom after she had cut her wrists. Her family were profoundly shocked by her suicide attempt, because there had been no warning that her problems had become so acute. In August 1992, Frank and Eileen O’Hara brought her to the high-profile psychiatrist Professor Anthony Clare. He agreed to take Elaine on as a patient and she was admitted for treatment to St Edmundsbury Hospital in Lucan, west Dublin. Professor Clare and his team were initially uncertain about Elaine’s diagnosis and thought she had an emerging psychotic illness. She informed Professor Clare that she had had fantasies of being restrained or imprisoned from the age of twelve but wouldn’t elaborate.

After her initial hospitalization, Elaine spent the rest of her adolescence heavily medicated on a cocktail of antidepressants and tranquillizers and did not have a normal teenage experience of life. Between periods spent in St Edmundsbury both as an inpatient and as an outpatient, Elaine changed schools and completed her Leaving Certificate at the Institute of Education on Leeson Street in central Dublin. She loved children and wanted to be a teacher, but she lacked the academic qualifications to achieve her ambition. Nevertheless, after school she completed a childcare course at Sallynoggin VEC and got a job working in a crèche.

Between February and May 2000 Elaine spent three months as an inpatient at St Edmundsbury. Her medical records noted that she was ‘sad and angry’, had low self-esteem and was finding it ‘difficult to control her impulses’. Her diagnosis on that occasion was one of ‘recurrent depressive disorder with a strong possibility of emotionally unstable personality disorder’.

The following year Elaine got a job as a childcare assistant in her first primary school, St John’s in Ballybrack, where her mother still worked. But her efforts to escape the dark cloud of depression suffered a setback when her mother died in March 2002 at the age of fifty-two. Eileen O’Hara had been a rock of support to her daughter, and her death left Elaine deeply distressed. The following year she spent May to July as an inpatient at St Edmundsbury. Her medical notes on that occasion record that she had been expressing suicidal ideation and ‘finding it difficult to think straight’. She had been cutting herself to inflict physical pain as a distraction from the emotional turmoil that besieged her mind. In therapy sessions her feelings of worthlessness and an obsessional fantasy about being restrained or imprisoned were recurring themes. Professor Clare was perplexed by his patient because it was unclear what she meant when speaking of these fantasies. She talked of a play in her head, but he was uncertain about how to interpret that in psychiatric terms. She spoke both of self-harming and of having harm inflicted on her by others in a consensual situation. During her years of treatment, Professor Clare noted Elaine’s disturbed sexuality and how she once remarked: ‘I’d rather be a boy … I don’t like being a girl.’ Elaine’s poor self-esteem was reflected in her appearance: she was overweight and didn’t care what she wore. Later in 2003 she enrolled in a night course to train as a Montessori teacher in St Nicholas Montessori College in Dun Laoghaire. She also worked part-time at Ken’s Newsagents in Blackrock Shopping Centre.

Elaine moved out of the family home in early 2005 and rented a bedsit off Newtownpark Avenue in Blackrock. On St Patrick’s Day, Frank O’Hara and the family organized a party to celebrate her twenty-ninth birthday. She was prone to bouts of frustration and anger that sometimes led to arguments, and that was what happened on this occasion. She became upset and stormed out. Her family were familiar with her mood swings, and immediately afterwards Ann and her husband went to check on her in her bedsit. By the time they arrived, she had taken an overdose and they called an ambulance. When she had recovered physically, Elaine was again admitted to St Edmundsbury for two months.

One evening in 2006 she was on the phone to her father. As she was about to hang up, she sounded strange and remarked: ‘It doesn’t matter now anyhow, because I have taken something.’ Frank O’Hara rushed to her bedsit and found his daughter collapsed on the floor in a semi-conscious state. He drove her to St Vincent’s Hospital, where she fell into a coma for almost twenty-four hours. Not long after that incident, on 22 April, she was admitted once again to St Edmundsbury. She told doctors: ‘I am not well, I’m going insane, I’m becoming angry with small things. I have had this all my life; it is just coming to the surface now. I wish they would let me die.’ Her hospital notes record thoughts of deliberate self-harm, fleeting suicidal thoughts and a ‘possible death wish’. She said: ‘I wasn’t born for life, no one likes me, I am a bad person.’ Social withdrawal was also noted, indicating a lack of social contact with others. Elaine was discharged in June but had herself readmitted on 21 July for another three weeks. The reason given was that: ‘She believes people are watching her and talking about her and is preoccupied with some intrusive thoughts which she describes as a play in her head, in which she is being persecuted. She became agitated when asked to expand on this. She lives a very lonely life with no friends and finds it very difficult to trust people.’

In November 2006, in a letter sent to another consultant who was treating Elaine for diabetes, Professor Clare expressed his determination to get to the root of her disturbed behaviour and described her ‘sexuality being certainly disturbed, masculinized even’. He added: ‘It is not going to be diabetes, I’m afraid, or even a straightforward depressive illness that determines the fate of Elaine.’

Elaine suffered another setback when Anthony Clare died in 2007, which greatly upset her. Elaine’s care then passed to Dr Matt Murphy. He began a process of gradually reducing her dependency on medication and took a more focused psychological approach through cognitive behavioural therapy. The therapist with whom she was working at St Edmundsbury, Stuart Colquhoun, noted that Elaine tended to avoid interacting with people and had a skewed view of how other people viewed her. When others were nice to her, she interpreted it as either not genuine or undeserved by her.

Despite her difficulties she remained close to her family, but never let them into her private life. She was particularly close to her father, always sought his reassurance and would ask regularly if he loved her. Frank O’Hara tried to convince his firstborn child that she was special and that she didn’t realize the abundant talents she possessed. But Elaine’s ongoing difficulties were a constant source of strain and worry for the family. She often had rows with them when she was angry or agitated. Blurting out something shocking in the heat of the moment was how she would bring arguments to an abrupt end. In the midst of an argument with her father in early 2008, Elaine suddenly announced that she liked to be tied up and hurt for sexual gratification. She told him that she was seeing a married man from Foxrock who worked as an architect and they would meet for bondage sessions. ‘He ties me up and masturbates over me … we haven’t had sex,’ Elaine said. Then she claimed that she had asked the man to kill her but he had refused. The extraordinary disclosure stunned Frank O’Hara. He could not listen to any more and left the room. Later, as he pondered the outburst, he could not be sure if she had meant what she said or it was simply a ruse to end the discussion. Elaine was prone to embellishing her stories and could be flippant. In April she told her therapist about the incident and described her father as being left ‘speechless’.

Over the last few years before her disappearance Elaine’s condition had stabilized somewhat and she had attended St Edmundsbury for outpatient therapy sessions. Her family and doctors felt that she was making progress. In July 2011, Elaine told her therapist that she had miscarried a few months earlier. She said she had been five weeks pregnant. That November she phoned her sister, Ann, to say that she had suffered a miscarriage in May. She wouldn’t elaborate and would only say that she had become pregnant after a one-night stand. She confided in Sheila Hawkins too, revealing that she had become pregnant after having sex for the first time. Ms Hawkins was a psychologist and believed that although Elaine was inclined to embellish her stories, they were based in truth.

As summer 2012 approached, Elaine O’Hara began experiencing the familiar emotions that would trigger her descent to the depths of despair. She had constant money problems. In 2010 she had purchased a one-bedroom apartment using the county council’s affordable housing scheme, but she had fallen behind in her mortgage payments for four months. She had accumulated debts of €4,000. Elaine had already borrowed €6,000 from her father, but her modest income as a childcare assistant and part-time shop assistant meant she had no hope of ever paying it back. She was also anxious about her upcoming exams for her Montessori teaching course. Then in July her apartment was flooded because the bath had not been installed correctly.

On 13 July, Elaine got a noose and considered hanging herself. Instead she had the presence of mind to phone St Edmundsbury. She told staff there that if she wasn’t admitted she was likely to take her own life. Arrangements were made for her admission the following morning. St Edmundsbury had become a constant in her life: a place of refuge, where she went to feel safe. Later that evening, Elaine told her father that she was returning to hospital. He was surprised because he felt she had been doing well. ‘You don’t know what I’ve tried to do,’ she replied.

While her admission was a setback, the fact that Elaine had recognized her own moods and sought help was interpreted as a positive development. She presented with ‘very low mood, increased anxiety and irritability’, the notes on her admission recorded. She showed signs of ‘antihedonism’ – the inability to enjoy anything – and generally found it very difficult to cope. She was ‘constantly thinking about a noose and hanging’. ‘Mood swings are bad and I feel I am about to burst,’ she said. ‘My chest is heavy and mixed up, as is my head. I am frustrated; I am so angry and fed up. I am fighting a losing battle.’ The triggers for her relapse were blamed on the impending exams, money worries and the flood in her apartment. Other push factors from her tangled web of issues included a sense of loneliness and isolation, dark fantasies and her unstable sexuality.

Elaine remained in hospital between 14 July and 22 August. During this time, after her condition had settled down, she could sign out at the weekends to work in the newsagent’s. Her risk of suicide was classified as medium. Going out at the weekends was intended to help her readjust to the environment outside the hospital. Although her moods continued to fluctuate, Elaine began to improve slowly. Around 11 a.m. on Wednesday 22 August she was discharged by Dr Murphy, who found her to be in an upbeat mood and looking forward to the Tall Ships Festival. He was optimistic that she would continue to make progress.

Around lunchtime, Elaine called in at her local pharmacy with a prescription for a month’s supply of eleven different medicines for cholesterol, diabetes, asthma, a stomach ailment, a bowel problem, depression, anxiety and insomnia. The bill came to €132. Elaine had no money and assured the pharmacist, Soha Yazbeck, that she would settle the bill when she got paid, as had often happened in the past. When the pharmacist agreed, Elaine held her hand and thanked her before leaving.

At around 1.30 p.m. she went to see her father at the family home. Frank O’Hara was minding his two-year-old grandchild, who was also Elaine’s godchild. She was in good spirits and brought her niece a present of a toy watch and bracelet. Elaine phoned Ken’s Newsagents to say that she would not be available to work for the next two days because she would be at the Tall Ships Festival. After lunch Frank suggested that the three of them visit Eileen’s grave in Shanganagh Cemetery. On the way they called in at Woodies in Sallynoggin and bought some plants to put on the grave. In the car Elaine was so preoccupied with texting that her father suggested she put her phone down for a while. They placed the plants on the grave and paid their respects. Elaine became emotional and kissed her mother’s headstone. They returned to her father’s house, where they had ice cream, and Elaine took her niece for a walk. At 4 p.m. she told her father that she wanted to get some rest to be ready for her early start the next morning. He recalled that she was both excited and apprehensive about her job at the Tall Ships. Frank O’Hara and his grandchild waved as she drove off. He was happy for his daughter and reflected that he had not seen her in such good form for a long time.

Now, two days later, Frank O’Hara was in Stepaside Garda Station giving the officer on duty a description of his firstborn child. She was five feet four inches in height, of stocky build with mousy brown, shoulder-length hair and wore glasses. He was joined by his other daughter, Ann. Meanwhile, Ann’s husband, Mark Charles, drove out to Shanganagh Cemetery because Elaine had visited her mother’s grave there on the Wednesday. He spotted her blue Fiat Punto parked along the side of the avenue that led to the cemetery car park. Elaine’s brother John arrived at the cemetery and called the Automobile Association to open the car. Inside he found his sister’s driving licence, two packets of cigarettes and a lighter, a satnav, and a charger for a different type of phone from the one she owned. Gardaí from Stepaside and Shankill stations were dispatched to search the area. Frank O’Hara travelled to the cemetery, accompanied by his partner and daughter. The discovery had deepened the nagging fear that Elaine might have taken her own life.

Shanganagh Cemetery sits on seventy acres and is situated off the old Shankill to Bray road. It is encircled from the south by Woodbrook Golf Club and from the north by Shanganagh Park. Beyond the park grounds to the east, it is bordered by a stretch of rocky strand and the Irish Sea. A path connects Shanganagh Park to the cemetery grounds, where Elaine’s car was located. A train track cuts the park in two sections that are connected by a footbridge in the furthest north-easterly corner. On the other side of the footbridge a path winds around the edge of the park to a barrier. Beyond it a small lane leads down to the strand.

As showers swept in from the sea, the O’Haras joined the Gardaí in a search of the area. The summer had been one of the wettest on record. The inclement weather forced the Garda helicopter to turn back after being dispatched to assist in the search with its specialist heat-seeking cameras, and the search was called off as the light began to fade.

Her father and siblings were distraught. Members of the family returned with detectives to Elaine’s apartment in Stepaside to search for any clues that might help them find her. The search turned up more than they had anticipated. Detective Garda Ultan Sherlock found two heavy metal chains in a bedside locker. An assortment of chains, padlocks, a PVC dress, lubricant, a rope and a gas mask were also littered around the apartment. Elaine’s fresh prescription of drugs remained unopened. Sheila Hawkins told Gardaí that the previous day she had discovered a black latex bodysuit in a wicker basket when she went there with Elaine’s father. She had decided not to tell him at the time because he was already deeply distressed.

John O’Hara found printouts of hunting knives and Google maps of Killakee and Cruagh Wood in the foothills of the Dublin Mountains in Rathfarnham. Another printout featured Vartry Reservoir near the village of Roundwood in County Wicklow. Written in a notebook was the name of a website, www.fetlife.com. He looked it up on his phone and discovered it was a fetish lifestyle site for those interested in BDSM (an overlapping abbreviation of bondage and discipline, domination and submission, and sadism and masochism). John later logged on to the Fetlife website and created a username to see if he could garner any information about his sister. He used search parameters such as gender and appearance and found a username and profile, Chained Brunette, that he concluded might be Elaine’s. He showed this to the police. The discovery shocked and disturbed him. He had been completely unaware of what his sister did in her private life.

The following morning, Gardaí launched an extensive search of the cemetery and park area at Shanganagh with the assistance of the Civil Defence and friends of the O’Hara family. A coastguard helicopter combed the shore and a section of the sea beyond. The search continued for two days with negative results. Over the course of the week following Elaine’s disappearance, detectives conducted more thorough searches of her apartment. They seized the fetish paraphernalia and a large number of documents. The documents included one with the bizarre title ‘The Gorean Lifestyle: A Woman’s Right is Slave’. Elaine’s iPhone, two laptops, and a second iPhone with a broken screen were also taken and sent to the Garda Computer Crime Investigation Unit (CCIU) for further analysis.

The apartment block’s CCTV footage was downloaded and examined. Gardaí went back to 4 p.m. on Wednesday to establish if Elaine had returned there after visiting her father. She could be seen entering her apartment alone at 4.29 p.m. She left at 5.02 p.m. but returned a few seconds later. She left again at 5.05 p.m. wearing a bright blue zip-up top, navy tracksuit bottoms and white runners. She walked to her car and drove out of the car park. Her next-door neighbour confirmed he saw Elaine in the underground car park as he arrived from work. He honked the horn to acknowledge her but she didn’t respond. Gardaí viewed other CCTV footage from the general area. The Belarmine complex where she lived is situated off the Enniskerry Road beside Stepaside Village in the foothills of the Dublin Mountains. At 5.12 p.m. cameras at Sandyford Community Centre, a little over a kilometre from Elaine’s apartment at Belarmine Plaza, picked up her car before she turned right on to Hillcrest Road at Lamb’s Cross. After that the trail went cold.

Something bothered the detectives who viewed the CCTV tape from the apartment complex. A mobile phone was clearly visible in her hand. Yet her iPhone had been in the apartment. Her family and work colleagues told Gardaí that Elaine carried her precious iPhone everywhere and they had never seen her with a different phone. The investigators made an urgent request to the CCIU to download the data from the seized phones and laptops.

As the investigation continued, Gardaí distributed leaflets containing Elaine’s picture and appealing for information. A week after her disappearance, detectives and uniformed officers visited Shanganagh Park on the evenings of 29 and 30 August. It had been decided to canvass members of the public between 5 p.m. and 7 p.m. in the hope that people who regularly used the park at that time might remember seeing her. It proved a fruitful initiative. Music teacher Conor Guilfoyle had just finished his regular jog in the park when a Garda approached him to ask if he had seen Elaine. He confirmed that he had been there on the previous Wednesday but didn’t recall meeting the smiling woman in the picture. Then, as the Garda walked away, Mr Guilfoyle called him back; he had just recollected seeing the woman in the picture.

On Wednesday 22 August, Mr Guilfoyle started his run at 6.11 p.m. It normally took him just over half an hour to complete. He recalled that it had been showery all day and there weren’t many people in the park. Five minutes into his run he saw a woman putting on a blue jacket who appeared to be lost. She asked him: ‘Is there a railway bridge near here?’ He pointed her in the direction of the footbridge across the rail track. The woman did not acknowledge his assistance and seemed to be distracted and in a world of her own. He continued on his way and did his usual loop of the park, which took him over the footbridge and around the outer fields before returning to his starting point. As he jogged across the footbridge he saw the same woman coming towards him. He made eye contact with her and was about to say something about her finding the bridge, but she blanked him. She disappeared across to the other side in the direction of the seafront. What made the brief encounter stick in his mind was that the woman was so distant and uninterested in any social niceties. He was the last person to see Elaine O’Hara alive.

Detectives began taking statements from anyone who had been in contact with Elaine prior to her disappearance. Her family and work colleagues told the detectives that they did not know of any boyfriends in Elaine’s life. Because of the fetish gear they had found in her apartment, detectives were particularly interested in whether there was any connection between her disappearance and her involvement in the fetish scene. Frank O’Hara recounted her extraordinary outburst four years earlier when she had spoken about her interest in bondage and involvement with a married man from Foxrock. But given his daughter’s propensity for storytelling he doubted if it was true.

Gardaí also interviewed the staff who treated Elaine in St Edmundsbury. Dr Murphy confirmed that she had been entertaining suicidal thoughts when she asked to be admitted in July and he felt that she had improved by the time she left. Stuart Colquhoun, who had been working with Elaine for almost five years, told detectives he had last met her on Tuesday 21 August, the day before she left the hospital. He said that for the first time she seemed to be in ‘an almost happy’, positive mood and was very excited about the Tall Ships Festival. Elaine invited him to come down to have a look and offered to show him around. He had been working on her socialization skills, trying to encourage her to engage more with people and not be alone. This was why volunteering for the Tall Ships had been such a significant step forward. In the past she had admitted to self-harming and had shown him marks and cuts to her arms and stomach. He told the detectives about a conversation he had had with Elaine in April 2008 when she first mentioned her interest in BDSM, and the outburst – where she talked about her BDSM affair – that had so shocked her father. Apart from that incident, she kept this part of her life private from her family. Elaine said she liked the fetish scene and that it was a way for her to meet people. She explained that through one of the BDSM websites she had become involved with a man who was married and had one child. He would come around to cut her and sometimes used a small knife to stab her. She had asked the man to kill her but he had refused. The therapist said Elaine had ended her association with the married man and that he hadn’t noticed any injuries on her for the past two years. Then in July 2011 she had mentioned that she was back with this man.

In the meantime the investigation team received a batch of downloaded text messages and computer data from the devices seized in Elaine’s apartment. The raft of text messages had arrived as a jumbled-up muddle of scattered letters, numerals and computer symbols. Many of them appeared to relate to S&M practices and referred to stabbing and blood-letting by a master she called ‘sir’. It appeared the messages had ceased a number of months before Elaine disappeared. In another text message to a colleague at the shop, Elaine had spoken of losing all interest in life and of feeling like a burden and worthless.

Gardaí also traced eight men Elaine had met through fetish websites whose mobile numbers were stored in her phone. All of the men interviewed agreed they used various fetish websites but only two of them had actually met Elaine. Both men had had sex with her at different times but contact was broken off after that. One of the men told Gardaí that he found he and Elaine were incompatible because she had been into ‘substantially more extreme practices’ than he. Detectives checked the backgrounds and alibis for the men and found no reason to suspect any of them of being involved in the disappearance. Apart from the bizarre text messages, which were considered to be fantasies, there was no hint of foul play.

The Garda investigation into the disappearance of Elaine O’Hara involved 130 individual lines of enquiry. But every angle the Gardaí followed led them back to one conclusion: that she had taken her own life. It was an assumption shared by those who knew her best. When the available evidence was collated and analysed it seemed to be an open and shut case. Elaine O’Hara was the quintessential suicide victim. Her family, colleagues and medical records painted a picture of a deeply troubled woman who had tried to commit suicide on three occasions and had been hospitalized fourteen times, sometimes for months at a time.

Elaine disappeared on the same day that she had left hospital after weeks of therapy for suicidal ideation; her risk of suicide was classified as medium. Her history of self-harm and the nature of her involvement in BDSM reinforced the image of a woman with no sense of self-worth. She had major financial problems and was stressed out about her exams. When she went to Shanganagh Park, Elaine left behind the three essentials that she carried with her everywhere: a phone, inhaler and cigarettes. It was as if she had no further use for them and had no intention of coming back. The last sighting was of her walking alone across a footbridge in the direction of the sea. She appeared distant and preoccupied, just as one might imagine someone behaving who was intent on ending it all. The story Elaine told about the married man from Foxrock who tied her up and stabbed her could have been a fantasy. Her family and colleagues had admitted that she tended to exaggerate and ‘tell stories’.

And so, as the weeks and months slipped by, Elaine O’Hara dropped down the priority list. A few months later Stepaside Garda Station closed as part of the government’s programme of cutbacks. In the process the Elaine O’Hara case files were boxed and sent to Dundrum Garda Station. There simply weren’t the resources available to conduct any further investigations and exhaust every possible line of enquiry into the disappearance. If Elaine had given herself to the sea, then her body would more than likely be washed up on a shoreline somewhere.

Shortly after her disappearance, human body parts were spotted on a beach not far from Shankill. At first it was thought that they might belong to Elaine, but DNA analysis established that the remains were those of a woman who had jumped into the water in the Dublin docks some time before. It somehow reinforced the belief that Elaine had done the same. So the tormented woman who believed that she didn’t matter to anyone began to fade from public memory – just another name on the Garda missing persons list. Frank O’Hara and his family mourned in silence, and when the first anniversary of Elaine’s disappearance came around only they remembered. But that was about to change. And it all began with a curious dog called Millie.
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2. A Body in the Woods

Magali Vergnet became a dog trainer out of necessity more than choice. She had moved from Paris to Ireland in 2002 to work as a clinical laboratory technician. In 2009, after the economic crash hit Ireland, she lost her job. A lifelong animal lover, she then trained with the Dublin Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and set up a business, Wonder Walkies, training and walking dogs. In July 2013 she got permission from Frank Doyle to walk her dogs on fifty acres of dense forestry and gorse moorland he owned at Cruagh Wood in Killakee, in the foothills of the Dublin Mountains.

Every day Ms Vergnet walked up to seven dogs, including her own dog, Millie, through the forest. The land was accessed from the old Military Road that starts at Rathfarnham on the outskirts of the city, climbs up through the Dublin Mountains and continues deep into County Wicklow. She would unlock the gate at the entrance to Frank Doyle’s land and drive her jeep 300 yards along a winding track to a clearing the size of a small football field that was used as a harvesting platform. She walked the dogs on a track that looped through the forest, a dense plantation of Sitka spruce.

On 21 August 2013 she was loading the dogs into the jeep when Millie disappeared into the wood behind a stack of four-inch concrete blocks. Millie was a small inquisitive dog, a cross between a cocker and a King Charles spaniel. When Magali Vergnet called her, she returned carrying a long bone. Ms Vergnet placed it on the pile of blocks. Over the next few weeks Millie regularly disappeared at the same spot, often returning with bones. Ms Vergnet assumed they were from dead animals and placed them with the first one on the pile of blocks.

Two weeks later and over thirty kilometres from Cruagh Wood, on the other side of the mountains, anglers Brian O’Shaughnessy and Paddy Egan were standing on Sally’s Bridge at Vartry Reservoir when they spotted a bag in the shallow water below. It was a black and red rucksack and they thought it might belong to another angler who fished the lake. They considered trying to pull it out but abandoned the idea because they didn’t have the right equipment.

Five days later, on the evening of Tuesday 10 September, Billy Fegan, another local angler, was patrolling the shoreline of the reservoir on the lookout for illegal fishing when he also stopped on Sally’s Bridge. It was 7.40 p.m. and the sun was beginning to drop down in the sky. He was joined by his brother James, the local angling gamekeeper, and a friend, Mark Quinn. They were discussing how the water had fallen to the lowest level they had seen for many years. Vartry consists of an upper and lower reservoir, the first of which was dammed in the mid 1800s and the other in the 1920s, to supply drinking water to Dublin. While the





































[image: Penguin Logo]


THE BEGINNING

Let the conversation begin...

Follow the Penguin Twitter.com@penguinukbooks

Keep up-to-date with all our stories YouTube.com/penguinbooks

Pin ‘Penguin Books’ to your Pinterest

Like ‘Penguin Books’ on Facebook.com/penguinbooks

Listen to Penguin at SoundCloud.com/penguin-books

Find out more about the author and
discover more stories like this at Penguin.co.uk



PENGUIN IRELAND

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
India | New Zealand |South Africa

Penguin Ireland is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published 2015

Copyright © Paul Williams, 2015

The moral right of the author has been asserted

ISBN: 978-0-241-97376-9


OPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Dedication



		1. A Missing Person



		2. A Body in the Woods



		3. The Man in the Shadows



		4. The Text Trail



		5. A Killer Unmasked



		6. Murder by Design



		7. ‘Go Down to Shore and Wait’



		8. Arrest



		9. ‘That’s Not My Phone’



		10. Murder Charge



		11. Horror Stories



		12. Mr Average



		13. The Trial Begins



		14. The Evidence Mounts



		15. Emer McShea and Gemma Dwyer Take the Stand



		16. Darci’s Story



		17. Five Minutes That Stunned the Courtroom



		18. Verdict



		19. Elaine’s Epitaph



		Appendix: Investigating Team



		Acknowledgements



		Follow Penguin



		Copyright Page















		i



		ii



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280











		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading







OPS/images/logo_small.png





OPS/images/logo_brand.png





OPS/images/cover.jpg
PAUL
WILLIAMS

ALMOST THE
PERFECT
MURDER

The killing of Elaine 0’Hara, the
extraordinary Garda investigation
and the trial that stunned the nation

THE ONLY COMPLETE INSIDE ACCOUNT





OPS/images/PCHI_1.png





OPS/images/9781844883622_AlmostThePerfectMurder_001_IMGX.jpg
Penguin
Random House
UK





