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‘Beautifully written … The author handles the account carefully, but nonetheless painfully vividly.’
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‘Focuses on the fact that this murder involved a person, not a statistic. Ample detail and vivid images … The reader isn’t left feeling short-changed.’
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‘An engaging read. Excellent writing.’
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‘Sheridan peels away each layer of untruth or myth.’
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PROLOGUE





Monday, 23 December 1996




 





It was just two days after the winter solstice and dawn came late to the valley of Toormore. As the first streaks of colour lightened the sky, the full moon lost its potency and the five-second flash of the Fastnet lighthouse over Roaring Water Bay dimmed.


Lights began to come on in the houses scattered throughout the remote parish in West Cork.


Only forty-eight hours left in the countdown to Christmas Day. Although the townland was outwardly peaceful – sheep grazing unconcernedly on the rough, salt-tanged grass of the sloping fields, the valley still and quiet in the chilly morning air – the sense of excitement and anticipation that precedes the biggest feast day of the year was palpable. In every house the final preparations for a traditional Irish Christmas were fully underway: presents were being wrapped surreptitiously while the children slept, jelly was setting for the trifle, beds were being aired for returning family members. And soon the shops in Schull, Skibbereen and Ballydehob would be open.


Like almost everyone else, Shirley Foster still had things to do for the holiday. Shortly before 10.00am she closed her front door behind her and sat into her car, intending to drive the eight miles to Schull. She eased the car past the neighbouring house, around the S-bend and down the steep, gravel laneway that led into the valley and out onto the main road. As she neared the gate at the bottom of the lane, something caught her eye.


A piece of white material fluttered on the low barbed-wire fence, just inside the open gate. Then she saw the crumpled form lying at the base of the fence. Shirley put her foot on the brake and stopped the car. Her heart racing, she opened the driver’s door. There was blood, a lot of blood. She turned and ran back up the laneway to her house.




* * *





The bloody, lifeless body was that of Sophie Toscan du Plantier, a beautiful thirty-nine-year-old Frenchwoman. Sophie was a frequent visitor to the converted farmhouse that she had bought five years earlier as a retreat from her busy life in Paris. In a phone call to her husband the previous night, Sophie had told him that she would be leaving Toormore the following day, 24 December, to return to Paris and spend Christmas with him at their country home in Ambax, near Toulouse.


She never made it home.


She would never celebrate Christmas again.



















PART ONE


THE FATEFUL JOURNEY

























Chapter One


THE FACTS





Thursday, 19 December 1996


Sophie Toscan du Plantier spent the evening in the fashionable Paris nightclub Les Bains Douches in Rue Bourg-l’Abbé with her husband Daniel, a famous and influential French film producer. She had escorted him to the annual Christmas party of Unifrance, the national film promotion board, of which Daniel was chairman. Sophie, too, had worked for Unifrance for some time before becoming an independent television documentary producer, so she knew or had worked with many of the people at the party. She circulated among the guests, but always returned to Daniel’s table, which was occupied by a number of well-known actors and the film-maker Alain Terzian. Those she spoke to that night described her as being radiant, vivacious and in good form. She was, however, very tired, having recently returned from a long trip to a film festival in Acapulco and also having just completed a television film for the Arte channel.


While Sophie socialised and chatted to the luminaries of the French film world, her mind was on a location far removed from the glamorous nightlife of Paris. She had decided to spend a few days in her remote holiday home in West Cork.


Sophie had bought the house five years earlier and visited several times a year, always with family or friends. But this time, for the first time, she was making the journey alone. Everyone she had invited to join her had declined. This close to Christmas, they all had other pressing commitments. It was understandable. But in the light of subsequent events, it was a decision her family and friends came to regret bitterly and remains one of those ‘if only’ thoughts that will haunt them forever.


Friday, 20 December


The morning after the party, Sophie left her apartment in the seventh arrondissement of Paris and headed for Charles de Gaulle Airport, where she boarded the 11.30am (Irish time) Aer Lingus flight to Dublin. Flight EI 521 touched down in Dublin at 1.00pm. Passengers travelling on to Cork remained on board and the flight took off again at 1.45pm, arriving at Cork Airport at 2.25pm. Five minutes later, Sophie was recorded on a security video as she wheeled her luggage into the arrivals hall. The footage shows an elegant woman with long blonde hair braided into a single plait that hangs over her right shoulder. She is wearing a three-quarter-length black wool jacket and a green scarf over a polo-neck jumper and grey trousers, with black boots. She looks pale and tired.


She made her way to the Avis desk and picked up the keys to her hired car: a silver Ford Fiesta, registration number 96 C 14459. Cork is a small airport, without the complications and delays inevitable in larger international terminals, so by 2.40pm Sophie was driving the Fiesta out of the airport and turning onto the N71 – the Bandon–Clonakilty–Ballydehob road. It was a route she was by now very familiar with and she made good progress. Most of the cars on the road were local, bearing the ‘C’ registration that denotes Cork, but already there were a number of cars with Dublin and other county registrations – people who had taken an extra day off in order to avoid the pre-Christmas traffic build-up that comes with the annual migration of city-dwellers back to their rural roots for the holiday.


By 3.30pm Sophie had reached Ballydehob, where she pulled in at the Texaco filling station and bought some household supplies. She set off again, passing through Schull and then on to the last eight miles towards Dunmanus West and the townland of Toormore, where her house is located. By the time she crossed Kilfeadda bridge, six miles beyond Schull, darkness had fallen. There she turned right onto the boreen that led into the valley, twisting and turning for over a mile before reaching the gateway to her house.


At around 4.30pm Sophie drew up before the metal gate that guarded the entrance to the laneway she shared with two other houses. She got out of the car and stopped for a moment to look up at the house, feeling her heart lift as it always did when she returned to her chosen home. She drew back the bolt that anchored the gate to an old, whitewashed pillar and stepped aside as the six-barred gate swung outwards. Returning to her car, she drove on to the laneway, then went back and closed the gate securely. Sheep grazed the fields surrounding the house and it was an unwritten rule that the gate was always kept closed.


She made her way up the steep, gravelled lane, her headlights showing where the grass was overgrown in the centre of the driveway. There was very little traffic on the laneway: Shirley Foster and Alfie Lyons were the only year-round residents; the other house, to the right of her own, was also a holiday home, belonging to a family named Richardson. She swung the car left at the top where the laneway curved inwards and parked in her usual spot, facing the blank gable-end wall of her house.


The house was in darkness, so, leaving the car lights on to provide illumination, she walked across to the porch, stepping carefully on the uneven local stone that paved the area around the front of the house. She unlocked the porch door, then the main door and reached in to flick the light switch that controlled both the inside lights and the outside light on the corner of the gable wall. She went back to the car for her luggage and shopping, then returned to the house.


A week before leaving Paris, Sophie had telephoned Mrs Josephine Hellen, the local woman who acted as caretaker of the house in her absence, to alert her to her forthcoming visit. Earlier in the day Josephine Hellen had gone over to the house, turned on the heating and lit the two open fires so that the place would be warm and cosy when Sophie arrived. Josephine had left the house sometime after 2.00pm. As it was still daylight at that time she had not turned on the lights.


As well as the glowing fires, there was another welcoming sight in the house – a surprise. The windowsills and mantelpieces were festooned with freshly picked holly, its serrated, glossy leaves and masses of bright red berries making the room festive and cheerful. Mrs Hellen had decorated the house in the traditional West Cork manner as a Christmas present for its owner. It was a thoughtful, homely gesture and one typical of Josephine Hellen. Sophie was touched.


She went upstairs and into her bedroom. It was simply furnished, her mattress perched on top of an elevated wooden frame that she had had specially constructed so she could see the pulsing flashes from the Fastnet lighthouse through the uncurtained window. She found the winking light comforting. Indeed, the presence of the Fastnet lighthouse was one of the reasons she had been attracted to this house in the first place – standing here, although you couldn’t actually hear the crash of the waves as the Atlantic Ocean rolled into Dunmanus Bay, Toormore Bay and Roaring Water Bay, it was easy to imagine the scene. She left her things in the bedroom and went back downstairs.


At 4.45pm the telephone rang. It was Josephine Hellen, checking to make sure that Sophie had arrived and everything was all right. Sophie told her that she was delighted with the preparations and thanked her particularly for the arrangements of holly. She said that she hadn’t yet made up her mind which day she would return to Paris, but that she would be spending New Year in Dakar, West Africa, with her husband and their friend, Jerome Clement, head of the Arte channel, along with Clement’s sister, Catherine. Mrs Hellen reminded her that there would be no flights out of Cork on Christmas Day, and added that if she did decide to stay on, she would be welcome to join the Hellen family for Christmas dinner. It would not be the only invitation that Sophie would receive during her stay. This was typical of the spirit of West Cork – the door was always open and never more so than at Christmas. At the end of the conversation Sophie promised to phone Josephine later in the evening.


After settling in and having something to eat, Sophie relaxed and read at the wooden table in the small kitchen just off the main living-room. Later, she rang Josephine Hellen back, but as Mrs Hellen was not at home she left a message with her daughter, Catherine, saying that she would phone Mrs Hellen again the following day to make some arrangements.


Although she would have liked to have had company, it didn’t really bother Sophie to be on her own. The peace and quiet was welcome. Things had been very hectic for the past while. She had been working hard on her documentary and the trip to Acapulco had been very tiring. She accepted that film festivals were part and parcel of the movie business, but she didn’t really enjoy the hype and the artificiality that went with them. A few days away from everyone, with maybe a chance to do some writing, was just what she needed.


At 11.25pm Sophie’s best friend, Agnes Thomas, phoned from Paris and they talked for about twenty minutes. Shortly afterwards, exhausted from her journey and feeling the effects of last night’s party, Sophie switched off the downstairs lights and headed up the wooden stairs to bed.


Saturday, 21 December


Sophie drove into Schull, left her car in the car park opposite the East End Hotel and walked up the street, stopping at Brosnan’s Spar supermarket where she bought some food and household items. It was just after 3.00pm. The supermarket, like all the other shops, was bright with Christmas decorations, and business was brisk as people stocked up on supplies to last them over the holiday period.


The main street in Schull can be walked in five minutes, from the harbour on the east side to the Allied Irish Bank premises at the top of the hill. During the summer it is often crowded with visitors who use the harbour as a base for sailing and yachting, but in winter things are quiet. The arrival of a stranger would be noticed immediately. As she walked up the street, Sophie received nods and smiles of greeting from locals who recognised the Frenchwoman from her visits over the years.


But one person, a man, noted her presence with more interest than anyone else. He had seen her before, may even have met her, but she was unlikely to remember him. Was she alone, he wondered? He decided to watch her and find out.


Unaware that she had acquired a shadow, Sophie called into the Courtyard Bar, where she had a quick cup of tea, and then browsed for a while in Farrell’s, an arts and crafts shop at the top of the town. At 3.25pm she walked across to the bank opposite the shop and withdrew IR£200 from the ATM. Then she made her way back down to the car park and drove home.


The watcher saw her leave Schull, alone. It appeared that she was on her own. But he would keep an eye out, check around to see if anyone knew for sure.


Sophie’s car was seen parked outside her house at 4.15pm and, as far as can be ascertained, she did not leave the house for the rest of the evening.


Sunday, 22 December


Sophie drove from Toormore through Goleen and out towards Mizen Head, on the tip of the peninsula, where she went for a walk. Between 2.00pm and 4.00pm she visited a French-speaking couple, Thomas and Yvonne Ungerer, with whom she had become friendly on one of her previous visits. Strasbourg-born Tomi Ungerer is an internationally acclaimed illustrator and writer, and he and his wife had moved to West Cork in 1975. Their home at Three Castle Head is about ten miles from Sophie’s house, in a beautiful spot that looks out over Dunmanus Bay and beyond to Bantry Bay. Sophie drank two glasses of wine with the Ungerers. She was in a good and positive mood, apart from being vague about her plans to return to France.


After she left the Ungerers, she drove to Crookhaven where she called into a waterfront bar and restaurant owned by Billy and Angela O’Sullivan. It was one of her favourite stopping places when out on walks or drives. The couple asked Sophie if she would like to join them for a drink on Christmas Day, but she said that she was not sure whether or not she would be there. She had a cup of tea with the O’Sullivans, then left after about fifteen minutes and drove back to Dunmanus West.


In retrospect, Sophie’s reply to the O’Sullivans and her vagueness with the Ungerers regarding her travel arrangements seem strange, as it later transpired that prior to leaving France she had already booked her return flight to Paris. In fact, she held two tickets, one for the following night, 23 December, and the other for Christmas Eve. Although the two bookings indicate some indecision on her part about her actual return date, she had certainly made no arrangements to stay on in West Cork until Christmas Day.


At 5.30pm Sophie rang Agnes Thomas in Paris, and when she got no reply she left a message on the answer phone wishing her friend a happy birthday. Half an hour later a man passing by saw lights on upstairs and downstairs in Sophie’s house. At 7.30pm Sophie telephoned Josephine Hellen, but Josephine’s daughter, Catherine, told her that her mother was not at home. She then rang a local tradesman, Pat Hegarty, who was also unavailable. At 9.10pm she again rang the Hellens and again spoke to Catherine, as Josephine had still not returned.


At 9.20pm Sophie’s neighbour, Shirley Foster, was pulling the curtains before going to bed. She noticed that the outside light on the gable end of Sophie’s house was on.


By 9.45pm Josephine Hellen had returned home, and hearing that Sophie had been looking for her, she rang the house. She spoke with Sophie and they made arrangements to meet at noon the following day. Mrs Hellen had normal business to settle relating to the house, such as the presentation of bills and money to pass on from a pay phone that had been installed. Sophie told her that she had been trying to contact Pat Hegarty, whom she had hired on a previous visit to do some plastering work. She was very happy with the job and wanted him to carry out alterations and renovations to one of the open fireplaces. She asked Mrs Hellen if she would bring Pat with her when she called over the following day. Josephine did contact Pat Hegarty on Sophie’s behalf and he said he would make his own way over to Toormore in the afternoon. By that time, of course, news of the tragedy had leaked out and Pat Hegarty never made the journey.


Mrs Hellen says that her memory of their last telephone conversation is that Sophie seemed in great form and that they spent fifteen minutes chatting, and Sophie apologised for the fact that she had not dropped over to see Mrs Hellen since her arrival.


At 11.00pm (midnight, French time) Sophie rang her husband, Daniel, in Paris. He was on another line and could not talk, but he returned her call ten minutes later. It was a long and relaxed conversation between husband and wife, with Sophie portraying no unease or anxiety about being on her own. Daniel would later tell me that his wife could be an enigma, even to him. There were aspects of Sophie that he did not know and which remained a mystery to him throughout their relationship. Sophie teased Daniel for a while, saying she wasn’t sure when she would be back, but finally confirmed that she would be returning to Paris on Christmas Eve and the couple made plans to spend Christmas Day at their country home in Ambax. At the time of their telephone conversation, Daniel got the impression that she was either in bed, or preparing to go to bed.


After her conversation with her husband, Sophie retired to bed, bringing with her the book she had been reading in the kitchen. Outside, the temperature had fallen close to zero degrees. She decided not to sleep in her own bedroom that night and chose instead the guest bedroom at the far end of the corridor. Mrs Hellen had prepared this room too because she had been under the impression that Alexandra, Sophie’s first cousin, would be accompanying her on the trip to Toormore. The bed was a simple double mattress on the floor, but the room was located just above the kitchen and had the advantage of an electric heater that Sophie could plug in if she got cold during the night.


She read for a little while before going to sleep.


Sophie’s chosen bedtime reading was a collection of poems by WB Yeats. The book was found open at the page where she had stopped reading.


The poem was entitled ‘A Dream of Death’.



















Chapter Two


THE BODY





Monday, 23 December


After Shirley Foster made her gruesome discovery on the morning of 23 December, she abandoned her car and ran up the steep laneway, past Sophie Toscan du Plantier’s house and into her own yard. When she got inside her house she was white and shaking with shock. Breathlessly, she told her partner, Alfie Lyons, that she had seen a body by the gate. Alfie immediately set off down the laneway. He came to a halt thirty metres from the body. Although from that distance it would have been hard to identify it, his first thoughts nevertheless were of his French neighbour. He went back up the lane to Sophie’s house and banged loudly on the porch door several times. When there was no reply, he returned to his own house and dialled 999.


The emergency call was put through to Bandon Garda Station, which is the Divisional Headquarters for the area. At 10.10am Garda Eugene McCarthy took the call. He listened and made notes as Alfie Lyons told him that he had found a body and gave details of the location. Garda McCarthy then relayed the information to Garda Martin Malone at Schull Garda Station. Sergeant Gerard Prendeville and Garda Billy Byrne were detailed to travel to the scene of the crime. They arrived in a squad car at 10.38am, halted outside the open gate and went to where the body lay.


It was a pitiful and sickening sight. The body lay face upwards on the right-hand side of the laneway, a short distance from the entrance gate. It was clothed in a blood-soaked T-shirt and white leggings. The left leg was splayed out and partially impaled on one of the strands of barbed-wire fencing that ran along the side of the lane. A torn section of the leggings was attached to the barbed wire – it was this that had caught Shirley Foster’s attention as she drove down from her house. A navy dressing gown lay beside the body, as though it had been grabbed and pulled off, or else abandoned by the victim in her frantic efforts to get away from her attacker.


There were lacerations all over both arms and hands. One finger had a deep cut and was probably broken. A clump of human hair protruded from a tightly clenched fist. But the eyes of the horrified policemen were drawn irresistibly to the battered face and head. A halo of blood had soaked into the ground around the head, which had sustained horrific injuries of a type that could only have resulted from a ferocious attack with a heavy object. A blood-stained cavity block lying beside the body seemed the most likely murder weapon.


There was also blood on the gate, suggesting that the victim had reached the barrier before being pulled back to her death. Even for the most hardened murder investigators, this would have been a heart-breaking scene.


Sergeant Prendeville contacted Bantry Garda Station for medical and spiritual assistance, while Garda Byrne began the vital task of preserving the scene. He made a written description of everything he could see: the position of the body, the arrangement of the clothes, the presence and condition of the concrete cavity block and any other items around the crime scene. From then on he would also record the names of all visitors to the site. Everyone, except those involved in official procedures, was kept at a safe remove.


At 11.00am Dr L O’Connor from Schull arrived on the scene, examined the body and pronounced the victim dead. He also made detailed written notes about the scene and the injuries he observed. He noted that rigor mortis had set in. The doctor left the scene half an hour later. At 11.20am two more cars drew up at the gate, one containing a priest from nearby Goleen, Fr Denis Cashman, who administered the Last Rites, the other bringing Garda Pat Joy from Bantry Garda Station. At half-past midday Josephine Hellen’s husband, Finbar, who had known Sophie since 1993, arrived and identified the pitiful remains. The battered rag doll, lying defenceless and open to the humiliation of the public gaze, was indeed the beautiful Frenchwoman whose elegance and charm had impressed all those she had encountered in this remote part of rural Ireland, which, in a terrible irony, she had chosen as a place where she could ‘reste sereine’.


The State Pathologist, Dr John Harbison, had been notified of the murder, but was unable to travel to West Cork that day. Until the arrival of Dr Harbison, the body would have to remain undisturbed in situ. This was most unfortunate and raised a lot of queries subsequently, but at that time the State Pathologist’s office was chronically under-resourced. With murder on the increase in Ireland, including a huge upsurge in drug-related fatalities, it was farcical that only one person was employed in this capacity and required to attend every crime-related death. An Assistant State Pathologist, Dr Marie Cassidy, was appointed soon afterwards, but too late for the matter of the Du Plantier case.


Meanwhile, the Gardaí continued their work at the scene. The Forensics Laboratory in the Phoenix Park, Dublin, had been notified, and that evening a forensics team arrived to join the local Gardaí in Toormore.


The police photographer consulted with detectives and technicians to ascertain what exactly was required to be photographed in detail; the photographic record has to be made before evidence can be collected or moved. The first photographs were taken from several different angles and provided an overview of the crime scene. Then there were mid-range shots of the various components of the crime: the scene, the body, clothing, murder weapon and the patterns of bloodstaining. Finally, each item of evidence was photographed in close-up detail, including, of course, the shocking but vital pictures of the ruined face and the other horrific injuries inflicted on the victim. Then, a blue plastic covering was gently laid over the remains of Sophie Toscan du Plantier.


The team examined the laneway, the adjoining field and the interior of the house, checking for any trace evidence, dusting for fingerprints and collecting samples for later DNA analysis.


All through that day and on into the morning of Christmas Eve, a rota of policemen kept watch over the murdered woman. As households in West Cork readied the candles that would stay alight overnight for the traditional Christmas vigil, this was one vigil that was both unseasonable and unwelcome. For some of the Gardaí present it must have been the saddest duty of their careers.


Back in Paris, Sophie’s husband and family were as yet unaware of the terrible tragedy that had befallen them. The Gardaí had informed their French counterparts and there had apparently been attempts to make contact with the family, but as a result of some breakdown in communication the French police had not spoken to the family by the time a French television news bulletin at 8.00pm (local time) carried a report of the murder of a Frenchwoman in an area 100 kilometres from Cork City.


Sophie’s mother, Marguerite Bouniol, watched the news bulletin and was immediately overwhelmed by a feeling that the unnamed victim was her daughter. She and her husband, Georges, contacted Marguerite’s sister, Marie Madeleine Opalka, who was Sophie’s favourite aunt and confidante. Frantic phone calls were made to the house in Dunmanus West, but there was no reply. Later that day, Marie Madeleine’s daughter and Sophie’s cousin, Alexandra, took on the task of telephoning and contacting anyone she could think of in Ireland who might have news. Eventually, she was put in touch with a member of the investigating team, but he had no authority to confirm the name of the deceased. By this time it was close to 11.00pm (Irish time). Sophie’s body had been discovered thirteen hours earlier and her family still did not know.


Finally, Alexandra contacted Josephine Hellen, whom she had met on previous visits to Toormore with Sophie. She pleaded with the caretaker to give her a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer to the question she then put to her: ‘Is Sophie alive?’


There was a pause. Then Josephine answered in a choked whisper, ‘No.’


Alexandra could not bring herself to ring her mother, so her sister, Patricia, imparted the dreadful news. Marie Madeleine then told Sophie’s parents. Daniel Toscan du Plantier was contacted by a member of the family and informed that Sophie had been murdered. The truth was out and the nightmare began to unfold.


Tuesday, 24 December


That morning, the State Pathologist Dr John Harbison arrived at the scene, made a preliminary examination and then supervised the removal of the body. Sophie’s remains were placed in a coffin, loaded into a hearse and taken on the seventy-four-mile journey to Cork City. Dr Harbison followed in his car. Just after lunchtime, the hearse arrived at Cork University Hospital and the coffin was brought to the morgue. The body was removed and placed on a stainless-steel table in preparation for the post-mortem, which began at approximately 2.00pm. The results of this post-mortem were revealed by coroner Dr Colm Quigley at a preliminary inquest held in Bantry on 17 April 1997. Dr Harbison testified that his examination had determined that Sophie Toscan du Plantier had died from a fractured skull and blunt-instrument trauma. As in all cases where a death is still under criminal investigation, the inquest was adjourned pending the resolution of the murder enquiries.


In Paris, Sophie’s distraught parents, Georges and Marguerite, along with her brother Bertrand and Marie Madeleine Opalka, boarded a flight to Cork. Then they made the dreaded trip to Cork University Hospital. Bertrand was the first to go into the morgue. When he came out he was visibly shocked.


‘That’s not Sophie,’ he said quietly. What he meant was that the ruined face he had just seen bore no resemblance to his stunningly beautiful sister.


The other family members then went into the morgue. Marguerite recognised only her daughter’s perfectly shaped nose, the one part of her face that had escaped the brutality of the attack. She asked to see Sophie’s hands, but was dissuaded. The killer, in his rage, had broken some of her fingers and inflicted one very deep wound.


Daniel Toscan du Plantier did not come to Ireland to see his wife’s body. In explanation he told me, ‘I knew the extent of Sophie’s injuries from conversations with the police and I could not bear to have remembered her as anything but the beautiful, vibrant woman that I knew and loved. I would have been haunted by the mutilation of her face and it would have obliterated the wonderful memories of her smiles.’


Deeply distressed, he retreated to his country home in Ambax, where he made arrangements for the funeral and burial.


The Bouniols and Marie Madeleine returned to Paris on St Stephen’s Day, 26 December. On 27 December Sophie’s body was taken from Cork to Dublin and then flown to Paris, from where it was transferred to Toulouse on 28 December. After an overnight vigil near Columiéres, Sophie was finally laid to rest in the small local cemetery, not far from the house in Ambax where she had spent so many happy hours.
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