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On Monday, May 2, 2005, at 5:45 p.m., a call was received at the Aigues-Mortes police station in southern France. The caller, 63-year-old Dominique Tarasco, had a bizarre tale for police. He told the police that a crime was about to occur and that they needed to work fast to stop it. According to Tarasco, one of his friends was carrying a gun and was planning on abducting a girl. He said that the man was at his place of business when he announced his plans and left. However, despite the police’s efforts to get the name of the man, Tarasco categorically refused to provide it. He told police that all he could tell them was that the man was heading to a bar at the port in Aigues-Mortes, and that he had a green-grey SEAT Ibiza parked in a particular parking lot near the bar. 

Tarasco urged police to respond fast, stating that the couple was just about to arrive at the bar. The Aigues-Mortes police took the information seriously, and scrambled to get their resources in place. The first call was to the Nîmes public prosecutor. They were able to reach the deputy prosecutor instead, who quickly authorized a surveillance operation after he was apprised of the situation. Patrol officers were dispatched to the area near Bar de L’ Escale to find and keep an eye of the SEAT Ibiza. Two officers sat by the terrace of the bar and pretended to be having a drink, while two other officers positioned themselves discreetly in the corners of the bar. However, police were already at a disadvantage because the information provided by Tarasco was not enough to identify either the man or his intended victim. To make matters worse, it had been a three day weekend, so the bar was filled with couples. Officers at the station tried to get Tarasco to provide at least descriptive information about the man, but he adamantly refused.

Officers had arrived at the scene at 6:15 p.m., and after an hour, they were no closer to identifying any suspicious couples. Patrol officers were still keeping an eye out for a grey-green SEAT Ibiza, but there was none in the area. Officers decided to make another call to Tarasco to try and get more information. He maintained that he was not giving the name of the man, and every effort officers made to get any more information was futile. Finally, one officer asked Tarasco whether he was sure the vehicle police should be looking for was a grey-green SEAT Ibiza. After a few moments, Tarasco told police that he had made a mistake regarding the description of the car. Instead, they should be looking for a grey Honda City ZX. When the information was passed on to the patrol officers, they stated that a ZX had actually passed them a few moments back, but they had not paid attention to the vehicle or its occupants since at the time their focus was on SEAT Ibizas. It seemed that their informant was giving them incomplete and false information. However, this was not enough for them to call off the surveillance just yet.

Dominique Tarasco

Despite his obvious false information and reluctance to provide more information to the police, officers still took Tarasco’s urgent warning seriously. This is because he was a well-known figure in the community, and he often interacted with the criminals in the area. Tarasco was officially a scrap merchant, but he also ran a popular underground nightclub in the region, which was frequented by celebrities as well as less reputable individuals. The parties he threw in the club were legendary, and they allowed Tarasco to rub shoulders with crooks and gangsters, and he was able to pick up valuable information about crimes in the area. Tarasco freely shared some of this information with the police, and in exchange police protected his nightclub. As an informant, Tarasco’s information had led to the arrest of various minor criminals including drug traffickers and car thieves.

After Tarasco changed the description of the car, police told him to carry on with his day and that they would keep investigating. He went for dinner in town, and spent some time drinking. At around 1 a.m., as he was driving home, Tarasco came upon a police roadblock. It was a routine traffic stop, but he believed that it was part of the investigation he had helped launched that evening. He parked his car and approached police, asking them about whether they were still searching for the grey ZX. The officers at the scene were unaware of what Tarasco was talking about, and as he tried explaining the situation, a grey ZX passed by the scene. He caught a glimpse of his friend in the driver’s seat, with a woman in the passenger side. She was leaning against the window, and he assumed she was asleep. He began shouting at police to arrest the man and seize the vehicle, “That’s him. Do something. Arrest him. Stop him now. That’s the guy.”

The police had no reason to make an arrest since the car had not entered the roadblock, and Tarasco watched as the vehicle drove off. A few moments later, his phone rang. It was the man in question. “Where are you?” the man asked, then went on to warn Tarasco about the roadblock by the fountain. “He’s just called me. That’s him,” Tarasco shouted at the police. However, the officers chased him off the scene and told him that he was pissing them off. He got back into his car and drove home.

Potential Victim

On May 4, 2005, two days after Tarasco’s call to the Aigues-Mortes police department, a 25-year-old man walked into the 2nd Arrondissement Police Station in Marseille. He looked worried and shaken up, and he demanded to talk to a police officer. When he was finally directed to an officer, he immediately stated that he wanted to report the disappearance of his wife, 29-year-old Elodie Morel. He stated that she was a waitress, and that he hadn’t heard from her in about 48 hours. He explained that they had a little boy together, and that it was unusual that he hadn’t heard from her. He told the officer that 15 days prior, Elodie had signed up to an online casting website. She had always dreamt of becoming a model, and with her modest income, she was hoping to earn more money. 

As she browsed the available jobs on the site, she came across an advertisement by a woman looking for someone to represent the Rolls Royce brand in a new publicity campaign. The ad promised an attractive compensation of €5,000 for a five-day shoot. Elodie sent a message to the advertiser, a photographer named Nicole Forestier. The two seemed to hit it off, and they exchange a couple of emails for a few days. She finally got a message informing her that she had been chosen as the face of the campaign, and that they needed to schedule a meeting in Aigues-Mortes. Elodie’s husband told the officer that he had never seen his wife that excited about anything before. She seemed so happy, and she felt confident that it was not a scam because a woman was behind it. A meeting was scheduled at Bar de L ‘Escale on May 2, 2005. She prepared for the meeting, making sure she could flawlessly apply her makeup, and packed her favorite clothes. She was worried about her son, since she had never been away from him for that long. She promised to check in with her husband, and on the morning of May 2, she left her home driving the couple’s old BMW. He explained that she had sent him a message at 9:30 p.m. saying: “Big kiss. Everything is going well. I’ll call you tomorrow when I can. Hugs and kisses. Talk later.”

Since then, he explained, he had not heard from his wife again. He stated that he had called her a number of times, but that her phone had been switched off. He was convinced that something bad had happened, and he believed that maybe she had been trafficked for sex or was forced into a prostitution ring. He urged the officer to do something to find his wife. However, the officer was not entirely convinced that Elodie was missing. The husband had explained that they were having marital problems, and that this had been going on for the past few months. They were separating, and had already filed for divorce. When the officer tried explaining that his wife could have merely run away, he adamantly refused. He began causing a scene, and he was so belligerent that the officer agreed to launch a nationwide investigation. 

The 2nd Arrondissement Police Station created wanted posters for Elodie Morel, and faxed the information to police departments all over France.

Investigation

When officers at the Aigues-Mortes police department received the fax, the details provided by the 2nd Arrondissement seemed to match up with their case. On May 2, the search had been called off sometime after 6 p.m. after they were unable to find a man acting threateningly towards a young woman. No additional information had been recovered from the surveillance, so the officers had just written a report. However, the information they had received seemed to correspond to Tarasco’s information, particularly the dates and locations provided. The fax also provided the police with additional information including Elodie’s name, address, phone number, the car she was driving, as well as her husband’s name and phone number. They quickly called him, and he recounted the story he told the officer in Marseille. Police in Aigues-Mortes asked him to come down to their station as soon as he could, and immediately launched an official investigation into the disappearance of Elodie Morel.

They traced her phone, which showed that on the night of May 2, it had emitted a signal in Aigues-Mortes then Saint-Laurent-d’Aigouze then Saint Gilles before it stopped emitting signals after pinging in Ververt. Following this discovery, the Nîmes investigative team decided to take over the investigation from the Aigues-Mortes police. They set up base in Ververt Police Station and began their investigation. Every available unit in the region was mobilized to patrol the streets, country roads, and paths where Elodie’s phone had been tracked to. Elodie’s husband arrived at the Aigues-Mortes police station at around 2 a.m., and gave police more photos of his wife. He stated that Elodie was strong and combative, saying: “Elodie has certainly struggled. Therefore she understood that the meeting was nothing but a trap. Elodie is no fool. She always knew how to react in difficult situations.” He told the officers that maybe Elodie had fought the attacker and enraged him, leading to her murder. Meanwhile the patrols were proving futile since there was not much information to guide the search.

Investigators were getting frustrated, especially because they knew someone who could provide pertinent information about the case. On Thursday May 5, 2005, Dominique Tarasco was scheduled to appear at the station for a formal interview at 8:30 a.m. Investigators asked him to identify the man, since they had a potential victim they needed to find as soon as possible. Tarasco refused to give the name. The investigators pushed for hours, but he maintained that he was afraid of being killed by a psychopath. When the prosecutor was called in, he tried pleading with Tarasco to help them save the girl, but he adamantly refused. Frustrated, the prosecutor threatened to arrest him. Afraid of getting arrested and charged with a crime, Tarasco gave up a name a few moments later – Gillaume Mingaud.

Gillaume Mingaud

Tarasco told police that Mingaud was working as a security guard at his nightclub. He stated that Mingaud had been in prison on several occasions, and that everyone who knew him was afraid of him. He was prone to violence, and that anything could set him off. Additionally, Mingaud always had a weapon on him, mostly a knife, but he was known to carry a gun on occasion. When they check his arrest record, police discovered that Mingaud had been convicted of the rape of two 20-year-old German tourists. He picked them up when they were hitchhiking, and drove them to Camargue. He threatened them and then proceeded to rape them almost all through the night. He spent nine years in prison for the crime. He had also been sentenced several times for possession of arms, and was known for armed violence. With this information, investigators believed that the way forward was to use Tarasco to lure Mingaud into their custody.

Arrests

Under the watchful eye of investigators and the prosecutor, Tarasco arranged a meeting with Guillaume Mingaud. The two men agreed to meet in the parking lot of an old nightclub in Ververt at around 6 p.m. Police positioned themselves near the nightclub and waited for Mingaud to arrive. At 6 p.m., a van drove into the club’s parking lot. Immediately the two occupants of the van alighted and entered the club, police apprehended them. Mingaud took off running, but he was tackled to the ground by one of the investigators and handcuffed. When police conducted a body search, they found Elodie’s bank card in one of Mingaud’s jean pockets. He immediately offered an explanation for it, stating that he had found it in a bar and that he had plans to return it to its owner. 

Police turned their attention to Mingaud’s companion, 55-year-old Richard Lignier. Richard was unknown to police, and seemed to have no criminal affiliations. He was just a local resident, and lived with his family. When asked what he was doing at the scene, he promptly replied that he just Mingaud’s old friend. He told the investigators that whenever Mingaud was in the area, he would stay at his home. This piqued the investigators’ curiosity, and they decided to apply for a search warrant for the Lignier home. Not long after, police arrived at the Lignier home in Vergeze commune with their search warrant. Immediately after entering the home, they found Richard’s wife Francine and their daughter eating at the table. They did not acknowledge the officers, and as the raid went on, they continued eating as if everything going on around them was perfectly normal. Investigators were inclined to believe that the two were aware of what might have happened to Elodie Morel.

A thorough search of the home revealed that Elodie was no longer in the home, but there were signs that she had been there at some point. Police recovered a number of items belonging to Elodie, including a dressing gown, two pairs of shoes, a black top, and her phone. Investigators were now convinced that they had the right suspect in custody. Also recovered was a well-concealed revolver which had brownish stains on it, probably blood stains. When Mingaud was confronted by police about the gun, he did not react in any way, and offered no answers. He just stared at it like it had nothing to do with him. The evidence recovered led police to believe that something terrible had happened to Elodie. They arrested everyone in the home with the intention of sorting it all out at the police station.

Richard’s Statement

At 8 p.m. on May 5, 2005, the defendants arrived at the police station, and were placed in separate interview rooms to prevent them from communicating. Investigators started with Mingaud’s interview, but they soon realized that he was not interested in helping them. He maintained that he had met Elodie at the bar on May 2, and that he had picked up her bank card after she lost it. It soon became clear that Richard was the weakest link.

“I know you know. You know what happened. It wasn’t you, but you know,” one of the investigators told Richard. “Yes,” he quickly replied, and began recounting the events following up to his arrest. He stated that Mingaud showed up at his home on May 1 at around breakfast time. He did this often, and he would lounge around the house like he owned it. He regaled the family with stories about his past as a notorious thug, and would take every opportunity to show off his knife and gun. That Sunday morning, Mingaud told Richard and Francine that he had been given a big contract by another prisoner, and that he would be paid €5,000 to kill someone. He then took out a pistol from his bag and showed it to the couple. He spent the day telling stories, and left the house at night. Richard stated: “After this conversation, he left my house at around 9 or 9:30 p.m. He got into his ZX car. I didn’t see him again that night. He came back to my house on Tuesday, May 3.”

Mingaud arrived at the house at around 6 a.m. on Tuesday morning, just as the Ligniers were having breakfast. He walked into the house with a gun in his hand, saying, “I’ve done something stupid.” He then stated that his plan had gone wrong and that he needed a place to hide. “Look, I have a girl in the car, I need to use the garage.” The Lignier’s garage was about 500 meters from their home, and Richard agreed to Mingaud’s request without asking any questions. Richard took Mingaud to the garage to open the door for him, and Mingaud drove his car inside. Richard told investigators, “I didn’t see what was in the boot and I didn’t hear anything.” Mingaud then asked Richard for some plastic zip ties. Mingaud then stated that he would be sleeping in the garage to make sure the girl didn’t shout. Richard left the garage and went back to his house and left for work. He came back later in the day and the family went about their routines like nothing had happened.

Francine’s Statement

Francine was as forthcoming as her husband, and she told investigators, “At 6 p.m. Mingaud came back to the house. He asked for a bottle of water. The girl was thirsty. He told me that he had made her sniff the white powder. I understood that he had drugged her.” After spending two hours in the garage, he had come back to the house for dinner. He had presents for the family – Elodie’s belongings. He gave them a jumper, a dress, two pairs of shoes, and a mobile phone. He offered the items to their daughter, and neither Francine nor Richard asked any questions about it. He then told the family that he needed to get rid of the girl because she could incriminate him. “I asked him ‘how can you kill her?’ He made a strangling gesture and said ‘like this,’” Francine told police.

Confession

When investigators confronted Mingaud with Richard and Francine’s statements, he finally caved. He admitted to investigators that he had set up the casting call pretending to be a woman named Nicole Forestier. Part of the advert’s description read, “The payment is €1,000 per day, with the hotel and restaurant paid by the production.” He stated that when he received the email from Elodie, he was immediately struck by the thought, “Why not her?” He continued, “I called her, I gave her a meeting time for Monday, May 2 at the bar de l’ escale in Aigues-Mortes.” He told police that Elodie arrived at the bar at 6:30 p.m., and was surprised that she was meeting a man. Mingaud introduced himself as Forestier’s assistant, and told her that they were going to visit the places where the shoot was going to take place. 

Mingaud told investigators that his intention was only to steal Elodie’s bank card and PIN. At 4:30 a.m., he had parked on a small road to carry out his plan, and that it was only then that he attacked her. He stated that Elodie had pushed him with her hand and he hadn’t liked it, so he hit her. He then pushed her against the car on the passenger side, and she gave him her PIN. He told investigators that he let her go soon after. He maintained that he hadn’t kidnapped her, and that he had no clue about her whereabouts. No one believed his story.

Additional Evidence

As investigators were interviewing Mingaud, officers were dispatched to search the Lignier’s garage. Inside, they discovered even more evidence. There were footprints visible on the floor, cut cable ties, a bottle of water, more than 30 cigarette butts belonging to the same brand Mingaud was known to smoke, and traces of blood all over the floor. The grey ZX was
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