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OPENING STATEMENTS


‘This particular phase of my life is the most dangerous . . .’


– Diana, Princess of Wales, less than a year before 
the ‘accident’ in Paris.


I suspect many of the things you’ve been told about the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, are untrue. Certainly, it can be argued that the stories spun by those in authority about that warm, terrible night in August 1997 are fictions. And not particularly good ones, falling apart under the slightest scrutiny. But that’s often the case with propaganda, isn’t it? Big on bombast and fancy terminology, but shaky on little things like truth and credibility.


An Accident in Paris is a work of fiction inspired by, and incorporating, real-life events. It draws heavily on official reviews into the Princess’s death, including her inquest in 2007/08, Operation Paget (the Met’s investigation, initially published in part in 2006) and various French inquiries. The story, through its central character and his ragtag bunch of allies, delves into the contradictions, inaccuracies, cover-ups, mysterious deaths and unanswered questions that were triggered by that tragedy in Paris.


Whilst researching the horrific crash in the Pont de l’Alma tunnel, I avoided conspiracy sites and theorists peddling lurid and outlandish notions. Believe me, there are more than enough obvious inconsistencies in the official records to fuel any engine of suspicion. In fact, this book emphasises that so many authorised statements surrounding the deaths of Diana, Dodi Fayed and Henri Paul are contradictory – not just in that slightly ‘off’ manner that differing recollections will often engender, but on a dizzying, staggering scale – that it seems bizarre anyone could entirely believe the ‘accepted’ version of events. 


And so, if you’re interested, here’s a sense of what really might have happened.


 


Gavin Collinson


2022








DISCLAIMER


The following photostat is understood to be a two-page ‘briefing note’, which is essentially what intelligence personnel call memos, or memoranda. It is published here in the spirit of public interest and all rights remain with its legal owners. No copyright infringement is intended.
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‘Wouldn’t it be funny if I jumped out of the cake in a bathing suit?’


– Diana, Princess of Wales, on hearing her former husband, Prince Charles, was throwing a birthday party for his partner, Camilla.






CHAPTER 1


My name is Marc Novak and I’ve got the best job in the world. The hours are horrendous and the death threats a bit of a bore, but I never know what the day will bring and I often meet the most interesting people. Like the man in front of me now, jabbing a Glock 17 into my ribcage. He’s anxious and twitchy and regrets kidnapping his employer’s wife because he thinks she might die, and suddenly his old life doesn’t look half bad.


He believes I’m a doctor and says, ‘What’s wrong with her?’


‘It’s her heart.’


‘What’s wrong with her heart?’


‘Well, I’m going to take a wild stab in the dark and say the fact that she’s gagged and tied to a chair, and your girlfriend’s pointing a gun at her head won’t be doing it the world of good. Why don’t you untie her and let her go, Max?’


When Fay Cromwell was abducted two days ago, her wealthy husband, Douglas, received an email telling him no police and half a million in cash would secure her release. He phoned me and, following my instructions, told the kidnappers that his wife had a heart condition and by now would need a doctor. Long story short, I’m here to either save the day or get us all killed. Like I said, I just never know what the day’s going to bring.


I’ve identified Max’s girlfriend, Gina, as the more dangerous of the couple. She’s been inside and didn’t mind it one bit. But worse, she hates seeing the man she trusted go to pieces, and so feels compelled to overcompensate. ‘I don’t like this,’ she tells her boyfriend. ‘There’s something wrong. We should do them both and get out of here.’


Their captive’s eyes widen in terror. I give her a reassuring wink and mouth the words, ‘We’ll be fine.’ And to the Bonnie and Clyde tribute act, ‘Not your best plan. My tie clip is fitted with a camera and my associates outside are watching and listening to every word. If you leave now, Mr Cromwell promises he’ll take no further action. He just wants this to be over. I think you do, too, Max.’


He’s wavering and Gina yells, ‘He’s bluffing!’


‘Yeah,’ says Max. ‘Prove it!’


We’re in an abandoned warehouse and my associate, Mishka, should be in a van just a few yards from the entrance. ‘OK,’ I reply. ‘Mishka. Sound the horn of the van three times.’


There’s a tense silence.


‘Mishka! Sound the horn! Now!’


Gina looks triumphant. ‘Told you he was lying.’ She swings her gun towards me and I know with absolute certainty that she would love to pull its trigger. 


‘Now, Mishka!’


Max pleads, ‘Don’t shoot him!’


‘You’re pathetic! I should have done this by myself!’


‘One second!’ I shout and show Gina my palms in a calm down motion. I lower my voice. ‘Mishka. Please.’ I shrug and mutter to Max, ‘Forgot to say please.’


The van’s horn blares three times.


‘Thank you, Mishka.’


It’s now a toss-up who looks most terrified. Mrs Cromwell or Max. He murmurs, ‘They’ve seen our faces . . .’


I grab his Glock and wrench it from his hand. In the movies, I’d have the two kidnappers covered and would be laughing about the whole thing over a G&T in less than an hour. But here, in this icy-cold warehouse that smells of damp and Mrs Cromwell’s lavender perfume, the gun goes off. Its discharge is unbelievably loud and Max goes into shock, back-pedalling away from me.


Gina opens fire.


But it’s not a problem – her snazzy little Taurus G2c is aimed at me, so Mrs Cromwell remains safe.


I feel a pain explode in my shoulder and return fire. Gina goes down. She’ll be fine but, right now, she’s in agony. Before she can react, I tear the gun from her grasp and slip it into the pocket of my suit jacket. Its left sleeve is becoming crimson as my blood seeps through the fabric. Pity. Only just bought it in the Boxing Day sales. I walk across to Mrs Cromwell and lower the gag that’s been lashed around her mouth. ‘You’re safe now.’ I hand her a handkerchief. ‘Press that against the cut on your temple. Are you all right?’


She nods. ‘Thank you, Mr Novak.’


What did I tell you? Best job in the world.


 


It’s been ten minutes since the police took Max and Gina away. Douglas Cromwell’s Bentley skids to a halt outside the warehouse and he strides over to me. A paramedic is dealing with my bullet wound so we can’t shake hands, but he shows his gratitude in the way very affluent people always show their gratitude. ‘Mr Novak. I’m going to make you a rich man. I want you to join my security team.’


‘That’s a kind offer. But no thanks.’


Mrs Cromwell is being escorted from the warehouse, and she spots her husband. Her face turns to thunder and she screams, ‘Why didn’t you just pay the ransom? I want a divorce!’


Douglas looks at me and I shake my head. ‘I can’t help you this time.’


He turns and begins to head towards his wife. He pauses. ‘Why are you turning down the job?’


‘I’m not really a team player.’


He smiles and chases after Mrs Cromwell. 


Now, admittedly, the ‘team player’ line was pretty feeble, but the truth would have sounded too hokey. Even for me.


The paramedic says, ‘You’re all done!’


‘Thank you.’


I haul my suit jacket back on and look over to the Cromwells, who are embracing. Over his wife’s shoulder, Douglas gives me a thumbs up. Yeah, they’ll be fine.


The sound of cars speeding towards the warehouse interrupts my thoughts. Probably journalists. I button my jacket, straighten my tie, walk to my car, get in and pull away just as the first reporters arrive.


I declined his offer for one very simple reason.


As far back as I can remember, I always wanted to be a detective.






CHAPTER 2


Three years later


The stranger says, ‘Mr Novak? Mr Marc Novak – private detective?’


I reply, ‘Guilty on both counts,’ and immediately wish I hadn’t. It’s the kind of thing that sounds good in a film noir but not so much on a cold summer’s day in Guildford. So I smile to show I wasn’t trying to be laconic. ‘How can I help?’


‘We have a proposition for you.’


‘That sounds interesting.’


And by ‘interesting’ I mean ‘dodgy as hell’. Most clients come to me with a job or the occasional project. But proposition implies an offer that’s risky enough to be rejected out of hand. 


The stranger picks up on my inference and frowns slightly. ‘It’s a very . . . delicate matter.’


I nod. Delicate. Back on familiar territory.


‘It usually is,’ I tell him. ‘Why don’t we step inside and talk about it?’


 


I get edgy whenever someone I don’t know rings my doorbell. I’m not a nervous soul, but it’s like police cars in your rear-view mirror or conversations that open with, ‘Nothing’s wrong, honestly . . .’ It’s never a promising sign, is it?


So when I arrived home to find these two strangers waiting at my front door, I feigned nonchalance but remained wary. 


Not that there’s anything threatening-looking about the man who did all the talking. I peg him as late forties. He wears a dull, grey suit and he’s all nods and pleasant smiles, as if affability is key to any exchange he enters into. I instinctively distrust the guy, but I’m not worried by him.


The woman’s a different matter.


She stood back slightly, not saying a word, simply observing the opening niceties. Somewhere in her fifties, I guess. Expensive clothes, Bond Street manicure and jewellery that she didn’t get out of a cracker. But more than that – she carries a certain bearing. Rich and ruthless, confident and dangerous. It’s all there in her every glance, but – dammit! – there’s something impressive about her. I realise I want her to like me.


Maybe to counter this, as I usher her into my hallway, I say, ‘You can keep your shoes on. Saves any embarrassment if you’ve got holes in your socks.’


She smiles glacially.


We walk through to the front room. ‘I’m Thom Peters,’ the man says and we shake hands. He adds, ‘And this is my assistant, Miss Winters.’


I’m not buying the ‘assistant’ bit and throw her a look that says as much. She pretends not to catch it and peers about the room. She’s probably thinking what everybody thinks when they first visit. That it doesn’t feel like the home of a guy in his late thirties, but more like the house of a much older person. My front room is large. Tidy. Maybe even a touch sparse. I collect antiquarian books and first editions, and my favourites are housed in a glass-fronted display cabinet. Not many framed photographs, but on a corner shelf, right next to an old wooden clock, there’s one of me with a friend of mine. Precious Weeks. We’re both wearing broad, authentic smiles but, yes, it’s an odd photo of a couple because we’re obviously not a couple. Not like that. No hand-holding or shoulder-draping. Just a slight leaning-in that suggests a staged closeness.


I say, ‘Make yourselves at home,’ and offer them both coffee. Peters accepts and Miss Winters shakes her head.


I walk through to the kitchen, pick up what looks to be a TV remote control, press a couple of buttons, then turn my attention to the coffee. I grab a fistful of beans, sling them into a small glass jar, attach it the grinder, crank the handle and let the nitro blades do their worst. The whole process of making the coffee – I go for the pour-over method today – takes less than five minutes. For me, it’s a soothing and familiar ritual.


I re-enter my front room armed with two mugs of Aruba blend. The aroma is strong and seductive. I hand one mug to Peters, who murmurs his thanks. ‘Sure I can’t get you one, Miss Winters?’


She politely, but wordlessly, declines.


I say to Peters, ‘Who did you say you worked for?’


‘You’re a two-man band, Mr Novak? I noticed your agency is listed as Novak & Stewart.’


‘Yes. Well, Stewart’s been out of the picture for some time. And I have a colleague . . . Well, had a colleague. But she’s just left the company. Who do you work for, Mr Peters?’


‘A collective that prefers to remain anonymous. At least until the appropriate NDAs have been signed in triplicate. I’m sure you understand.’


‘Not really.’


I’m starting to get the feeling I’m being pushed around and I don’t much like it.


Peters asks, ‘Are you busy at the moment?’


‘Well, last night’s dishes aren’t going to wash themselves and I’ve a couple of series I’ve been meaning to binge-watch. Look – tell me your proposition or get out of my house. I won’t charge you for the drink.’ And to Miss Winters, ‘No offence.’ 


But it’s Peters who replies. ‘None taken.’


I see him dart a look at his colleague, who gives a tiny, affirmative shrug. ‘We’re prepared to pay you a retainer of £10,000 per month, plus expenses, on the condition you work for us exclusively on one case.’


‘Which is?’


Peters takes a long, unnecessary inhalation of air before slowly breathing out. It’s his version of a drum roll, but to be fair, his next words warrant it.


‘We want you to find out who murdered Diana, Princess of Wales.’


I pause. ‘Of course you do.’


‘And uncover why she was killed.’


‘Well, yeah.’


‘My assistant and I are quite serious.’


That assistant gag again. OK. I’ve had enough of this. My voice remains calm, level and low but it’s obvious I’m done with their charade. ‘Assistants tend not to wear Manolo mules and rocks that cost more than my parents’ house. And collectives trying to find out who killed the most famous woman in the world? Well, they rarely rely on a two-man band working out of a home office in Guildford. Miss Winters, do you want to tell me what this is all about? Or shall we pussyfoot around for another twenty minutes?’ 


A pause. She won’t let me outstare her, which is fine by me. It means she has to react or risk looking weak. 


‘We want you to seek the truth, Mr Novak.’ 


At last! Miss Winters has a soft, southern English accent. She probably sounded posher when she left public school but she’s been smart enough to tone it down a bit. She talks quickly, as if she has all her words lined up ahead of time. ‘If you’re no longer interested in the truth, fine. Go back to honey traps and taking photographs of middle-aged men fucking in fancy hotels.’


‘I think I preferred it when you let him do the talking.’


‘Disappointingly typical of you.’


‘Yeah. Self-preservation often comes across that way.’


‘So,’ she says, as if she’s slapping me across the face with a kid leather glove, ‘are you interested?’


She’s trouble – and I can’t shake the feeling their whole proposition is an unexploded bomb that’s about to start ticking. 


I smile. Look over at Peters. ‘Can I get you a refill?’






CHAPTER 3


I’ve opened up the table behind the sofa and now the three of us are sitting around it. Peters is still working his jovial uncle routine and Miss Winters continues to audition for the role of Snow Queen.


Peters says, ‘I imagine you’re wondering why we’ve come to you.’ 


I’m wondering a lot of things but choose not to reply.


‘Truth is,’ he continues, ‘over the years, we’ve worked with many different investigators. Crack military teams. Former Scotland Yard men. Even Mossad. And they’ve all approached the matter in the same way. With the same results. Therefore, we decided to try an entirely new tactic.’


I’ve never been called an entirely new tactic before. Maybe I should use it as a byline on my company website. 


‘You’re not establishment. You have no agenda. You’ll have your own methodology and, we hope, the wherewithal to succeed where so many others have failed.’


‘Look, I’m not a royalist,’ I tell him. ‘But there was no mystery about Diana’s death, was there? She was in a crash. The driver was drunk. And there was an inquest into her death, so—’


Peters interrupts me. ‘An inquest that came ten years after she died. Think about that for a moment! Mr Novak, an inquest is a legal obligation when someone dies unexpectedly, or from violent or unknown causes. Legal. Obligation.’


‘I get it.’


Peters doesn’t think so and continues with, ‘They’re normally held, what, a week or two after the time of passing? With Diana, it took an entire decade to get round to it. And even then . . .’


‘What?’


‘It was a farce! Out of dozens of key witnesses, why were only three called? Three. Out of over twenty official documents relating to Diana’s post-mortem, do you know how many the jury got to see? Two. Literally two. Why?’


He’s getting angry and I see this is real for him. In my peripheral vision, I spot Miss Winters stirring slightly. She’s considering intervening, but Peters ploughs on.


‘The driver you mentioned was called Henri Paul. He was behind the wheel of the Mercedes that crashed, killing Diana. He was the fall guy. They branded him an alcoholic. Everything was blamed on him, but it simply does not add up.’


‘How so?’


‘Well, why did the coroner in charge of the inquest, Lord Justice Scott Baker, tell Paul’s parents that he was not drunk when he was driving the Mercedes? Records confirm he said this. He told them Henri Paul was blameless and his name would be cleared. Then, just days later, at the close of the inquest, he does a total about-face and officially proclaims Henri Paul was blind drunk – and makes him the scapegoat. Makes him culpable for the whole thing.’ 


It’s beyond obvious Peters is growing more livid with every recollection, and I know I should make him calm down. But there’s something magnetic about a genial man’s fury and I simply ask a question I already know the answer to. ‘You think Henri Paul was sober that night? When he drove Diana through Paris?’


Peters leans forward. ‘Look, he drove her from the Ritz, right? Well, on his way to there, he stopped and chatted to an old friend – Josiane Le Tellier. She said, and I quote, “I’ve known Henri for years, and I’ve been tending bars for twenty-five years. I can tell when somebody’s drunk. He wasn’t.”’


Peters moves back in his chair. ‘He. Wasn’t.’






CHAPTER 4


Peters pulls his phone from his jacket pocket. ‘Once he gets to the Ritz . . . Well, look at the video.’ 


‘Sure.’


He hands me his phone after lining up an MP4 file. I press play and see grainy security-camera footage of a suited, bespectacled guy walking purposefully through high-ceilinged corridors and an opulent foyer. Peters tells me, ‘That’s Henri Paul at the Ritz, shortly before he drove Diana and her party away. Does he look even remotely tipsy to you?’


He doesn’t, but it’s hardly conclusive. ‘I could fake it if I’d had a few.’


But now I see footage of Paul bending down and tying his shoelace. He deftly transfers his weight, shifting his body – whilst he’s still low – to tie his other set of laces.


I hand the phone back to Peters and say, ‘Look, he could have been sober earlier in the evening, then had a few drinks when he reached the hotel.’


‘What? He doesn’t have a drink until he knows he’s going to be driving the Princess of Wales across Paris?’ Peters’ sarcasm is more exasperation than withering rejoinder. ‘Actually, that was the official line. That he could have downed up to six measures of Ricard at the Ritz shortly before driving away.’ Peters shakes his head. ‘Rubbish! Not one single camera caught him buying drinks and the bodyguards with him said they don’t recall him drinking at all, and that he certainly wasn’t drunk.’


‘But he was an alcoholic, right? You said something about—’


‘Again, that was the official line, but it’s a total fabrication. His friends all denied it and his autopsy showed he had a perfectly healthy liver. So – what? He had a magic body? He could be an alcoholic for years and somehow the booze diverted past his liver? No, Henri Paul was not an alcoholic and he was not drunk on the evening of 30 August, 1997.’


I try to break this down one last time. ‘The police must have searched his flat. Did that give any indication as to whether or not he was a heavy drinker?’


Peters’ eyes light up like we’re playing gin rummy and I’ve thrown down the card he needs for a winning hand. ‘Oh, his flat was searched, all right. On 3 September – that’s just three days after the crash – it was searched by the French Brigade Criminelle. Paul’s parents were present.’


‘And did they find booze?’


‘They did. But hardly an alcoholic’s stash. Just one bottle of Champagne and enough Martini to make a couple of cocktails.’


‘That mitigates in his favour, I suppose.’


‘But,’ Peters wags a finger at me, ‘his flat was searched again a few days later. This time there were no neutral witnesses. And this time the police came out with more booze than an off-licence! Said they found liquor all over the place. Bottles of red wine, crème de cassis, Ricard, port, vodka, beer, bourbon and God knows what else. You can’t tell me the police simply missed that massive hoard of alcohol the first time around?’


‘It seems unlikely.’


‘The guy leading the first search called it “surprising”.’


‘Very diplomatic.’


‘So, people are already trying to establish a narrative: that Henri Paul was a drunk, that he was unfit for the role of driver. That he caused the crash and we should all just move on . . .’


‘It poses a very obvious question,’ I concede. ‘Who planted the bottles of alcohol that were found at Henri Paul’s flat during the second search?’ 




CHAPTER 5


Earlier that Day: Novak’s Story


Marc Novak didn’t consider himself a sentimentalist, but when he looked back on the events of the day he first met Miss Winters and Thom Peters, his subconscious added a touch of romance. He’d visited Hyde Park in the morning and strolled past the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fountain, that huge, oval water feature constructed from over 500 pieces of glimmering Cornish granite. One side of the stream bed descends smoothly to allow a gentle, uninterrupted flow. The opposite side comprises rills, curves and steps, forcing the water to tumble and cascade. Its designer, the American architect Kathryn Gustafson, revealed this was intended to reflect the two sides of Diana’s life. The tranquillity and the turmoil.


Novak remembered passing the memorial and pausing by a signage conveying facts about its creation and thematic aims. The information posts carry a photograph of the Princess and he recalled looking long and hard at the face of Diana. It hadn’t happened that way, of course. He’d simply glanced at a picture of her and carried on walking, oblivious to the fact that, very soon, her death would become central to his life.


Novak was, like many men in their late thirties, aware he was on the point of not being young, but uncertain what to retain of his youth. Life had happened quickly. It seemed so recent that people were always asking him what he was going to do. What did he want to be? Now people only asked what he had done. What he was. He wanted to reply, ‘A work in progress.’


The old-fashioned suit-and-tie look he always favoured had once contrasted his youthful good looks, as if his clothes were an irony. Now they suggested a man who had settled down. They were the uniform of any middle-aged male seeking to fit in. An outmoded disguise. He had broad shoulders, tidy dark hair and wore nondescript glasses. Friends had urged him to try contact lenses, but he’d grown used to treating his spectacles as a prop – besides, they were easy to remove when he didn’t want to see the world in focus.


‘Marco!’


Mishka Ramakrishnan invariably called him Marco. He looked up and saw her bounding towards him. She wore trainers, skinny jeans and a Blondie T-shirt under a light-grey hoodie.


Novak nodded. ‘Morning!’


‘How’s it going?’


‘Not so bad. You all packed?’


‘Nah. I only ever take hand luggage. Anything else slows me down. Got the shots?’


Novak handed her an A4 manila envelope and asked, ‘Where are we meeting her?’


‘Serpentine.’ Mishka slid a sheaf of photographs from the envelope and began to leaf through them. ‘Well, he definitely has a thing for blondes, doesn’t he?’ She continued her perusal. ‘Oh. And brunettes . . . And whatever that is . . .’ She turned the final photo ninety degrees, as if trying to decipher the image. ‘You made copies for us, yeah?’


She’d asked the question to tease him, but he seemed unamused. ‘Serpentine. You mean the gallery?’


Mishka returned the photographs to the envelope. ‘Look, I can handle this, man. You can go get the first round in.’


‘It’s part of the job.’ He hesitated and tried to lighten the mood. ‘Copies for us?’


‘Don’t pretend you haven’t.’


‘You’re an animal.’


‘Er, racist.’


‘Sexist.’


‘Cyclist.’


‘Oh, that hurts!’


A light glinted in the distance, but Novak was distracted by something else. Looking ahead, he saw their client had already reached the meeting point. He felt a familiar nausea in his stomach and throat.


Perhaps it was that sense of dread, or maybe he was tired from a late night. Either way, on another day he might have been sharper and more curious about the source of the glint. It had, in fact, been sunlight reflecting off a Zeiss telephoto lens, attached to a Nikon DSLR. The person behind the camera was part of a two-man team. One photographer. One spot man. Novak had noticed neither, despite the fact they’d been monitoring and recording his movements all morning.






CHAPTER 6


Novak’s Story (cont.)


Novak, Mishka and their client were sitting at one of the metal tables clustered outside the Serpentine Gallery. Anna Brandon looked like a woman with a very rich husband. Casually elegant. Poised but fragile. Mid-thirties, fair hair and Jackie-O sunglasses that she wasn’t wearing for the bright weather. There was the normal, perfunctory small talk, someone fetched coffees and then the business began. Anna was handed the envelope but was clearly reluctant to open it, handling it cautiously, as if suspecting it was booby-trapped. Novak gave her an encouraging but solemn nod and she finally removed the photographs.


He studied her as she slowly went through the pictures. Even with her eyes masked by sunglasses, he could easily discern her disbelief and distress. It was inescapable. Each new photograph brought fresh revelations and all she whispered was, ‘Oh, no . . .’ over and over.


It was like watching a car crash at about two frames per second. Novak’s feeling of nausea grew worse. He looked down at his coffee, then glanced across to Mishka who was using a wooden stirrer to doodle in her latte’s froth.


Eventually, very carefully, Anna returned the photos to the envelope. The shock in her voice was raw. ‘I thought he was having an affair, but . . .’


Mishka looked up from her artwork. ‘Yeah, well, I think we’ve mopped away any doubt.’


Novak said, ‘Mrs Brandon, you’re going to need time to process all this. I’d recommend not confronting your husband about it straight away. At least, not until you’ve devised a strategy you’re happy with.’


Anna was staring at the envelope. ‘I’m sorry.’ She looked up. ‘What?’


‘Don’t let on you know, until you’ve figured out what you want to do next.’ Anna nodded and Novak added, ‘I’m sorry for what you’re having to go through. If I can help in any way . . .’


‘You’ve got our number,’ Mishka said.


Anna removed her sunglasses. Her eyes were red and Novak guessed she’d been crying before she’d even reached the park. She spoke to him directly. ‘Thank you.’ She gripped his forearm and then, with that sincerity and gratitude unique to the vulnerable, added, ‘You’ve been very kind.’


A couple of minutes later, Anna Brandon replaced her sunglasses, lightly held the envelope by one of its corners and dropped it into her Hermès Picotin handbag. As she walked away Novak muttered, ‘Well, that felt shit.’


Mishka shrugged. ‘Least she knows where she stands.’


‘Yeah. On a landmine.’ Novak gazed across the park. ‘I don’t know if I can keep doing this job. I mean, what’s the point?’


‘You used to love it.’


‘Where’s the . . . meaning?’


‘You thinking of jacking it in?’


A long pause. ‘I don’t know.’


‘What would you do?’


‘Join a circus.’


Mishka grinned. ‘Could I come with you?’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘You’d distract the daring young man on the flying trapeze.’


Another pause. Shorter this time. ‘You’re not serious about leaving.’ It was unclear whether her words were a question, statement or plea.


‘I try not to be serious about anything. Besides, you can hardly talk. You’re taking six months off!’


‘Serves you right for not hiring me full-time.’


‘You said you enjoyed the freedom of being a freelancer.’ Novak finished his coffee. ‘Remember the first job we worked together?’


‘The Cromwell case! You almost got killed. Good times.’


Novak smiled. ‘Come on. Let’s get a couple of farewell drinks in. I’m buying.’


As they walked through Hyde Park, the two-man surveillance team took several more photographs before contacting their superiors for instructions on how to proceed. They were told to drop off – for now. The next phase of the operation was about to begin.








CHAPTER 7


‘M r Novak, the situation poses many obvious questions.’


I say to Peters, ‘Look, after the crash, they must have tested Paul’s blood. Checked for traces of alcohol.’


He tugs his tie down a little and undoes the top button of his shirt as he replies with fervour, ‘The testing was another joke. Another raft of mistakes. Even the scientist giving evidence at the inquest admitted that if the analysis had been done in an English laboratory . . . well, the errors were so serious, it would have been denied a licence to operate! Mixed-up samples, items mislabelled – shambolic.’


‘In which case, I suppose there were requests for independent testing, to verify the official findings?’


‘Of course there were – from multiple parties – but all requests for independent tests were refused. Henri Paul’s personal effects that he was carrying at the time of the crash – wallet, keys and so on – were all returned to his parents. Everything except his security pass. It held a photo of him. Henri’s dad said he liked that picture and made an official request to have the pass handed over. It was denied.’


Peters is looking at me and I recognise the test. ‘I’m guessing the pass had blood on it?’


He’s delighted by my shot in the dark. ‘Exactly. The authorities officially revealed it was spattered with Henri’s blood. So, you see, they’re caught between a rock and a hard place. They either wipe down the pass and return it – in which case, it looks like they’re tampering with evidence. Or they take the safer option, hang on to the pass and never release it. Now why would they do that?’


My tone is a little more waspish this time. ‘Because Henri’s parents were highly critical of the investigations that followed the crash?’ 


‘Correct!’


‘And so the authorities were worried they might have the blood analysed and thus prove he was sober.’


‘Well, it’s fairly obvious that’s what happened. Why else wouldn’t they release the pass?’


I rise from my chair. ‘It’s not obvious. It’s just a possibility.’


Peters is wide-eyed. ‘You don’t get it! Once you accept the driver wasn’t drunk, the entire thing starts to unravel. And the things I’ve told you, they’re all in the public domain. All are from sources like the official inquest and Operation Paget – the Met’s inquiry into Diana’s death.’ I hover over him, but he can see I’m impatient. ‘From the friends who say Henri Paul wasn’t a drunk or an alcoholic and all the witnesses who testified he’d not been drinking that night. The autopsy that proved he wasn’t even a habitual drinker. All those bottles of booze that mysteriously appeared in his flat, that hadn’t been there during the first search? Hell’s teeth, man! What other evidence do you need?’


Miss Winters says one word. ‘Peters.’


But he’s in full flow. ‘And just think of it from a common-sense point of view. This guy is Deputy Head of Security at the Paris Ritz. A trusted, well-thought-of security professional without a stain on his record. Are we seriously suggesting that he’s asked to drive Diana and her party across Paris and at that point – at that point! – he quickly downs enough alcohol to be about three times over the limit? That no one sees him doing this, no one smells it on his breath and none of the hotel cameras catch him at the bar or looking even slightly the worse for wear?’


‘I get it. You think they made Henri Paul the patsy.’


Peters can only repeat his earlier assertion. ‘Once you accept the driver wasn’t drunk, the entire thing starts to unravel.’


I tilt my palms. ‘So what else have you got?’


His eyes have that winning-hand glint in them again. ‘Oh, so much more . . .’


‘Let’s hear it.’


‘The actual crash itself. My God, it’s so—’


‘Enough.’ Miss Winters speaks the word quietly and without force, but it’s enough to keep Peters in check. He looks at her, silently urging her to let him continue. She gives no such indication.


Deflated, Peters mumbles, ‘Sorry.’


‘The whole point of hiring Mr Novak is that he approaches the case with a fresh mind, not one guided by unanswered questions from the past.’ She addresses me. ‘Three people were killed in suspicious circumstances. We simply want you to find out what happened.’


I’m still hovering over the table. ‘I’m just getting a top-up,’ I tell them.


I don’t offer my guests one, but Peters feels the need to say, ‘I’m fine,’ which wouldn’t have been my diagnosis.


I wander through to the kitchen. At least they’ve ditched the sham about her being his assistant, but that begs another question. If she’s happy for Peters to take the lead, and she wants to remain in the background, why did she come at all?


I pour coffee into my mug and switch the kettle on. It’s obvious I’m buying time, because I know damn well what Miss Winters’ next question will be, and I don’t have an answer. Sure, the two strangers in my house are evasive and manipulative, but there’s something intriguing about the mystery they’re asking me to examine. And there’s a more personal factor that draws me to Diana’s death. Always has done. Yet a few minutes ago Peters spoke about common sense. And using that arbiter, there was one element which suggested any investigation would be a waste of time.


I pour a little hot water into my coffee, walk back, take my seat and say, ‘It was twenty-five years ago.’


‘You think justice has a sell-by date?’ Miss Winters’ question isn’t rhetorical.


‘No. But I think most people can’t remember what they had for breakfast. I’ll be asking about an event from another century.’


Peters replies, ‘The death of the most famous woman in the world? People remember, Mr Novak. Even people who never met her. Everyone remembers how they heard the news. Where they were. How they felt. How people around them reacted.’


This hangs. I think back, too, to where I was on that sunny summer morning when the whole world reeled. That day was the first time I saw my father weep and, a quarter of a century later, I can’t bear to think of my mother as—


‘Where were you?’ Miss Winters interrupts my recollections with her question. She’s seen the look on my face and now there’s one of curiosity on hers.


‘Well, I wasn’t in Paris,’ I tell her. ‘So I guess that rules me out.’


Peters says, ‘But your point’s well-made. It’s been twenty-five years. For us, that’s two-and-a-half decades of searching for a solution that makes sense.’ He looks at Miss Winters. Again, the question is implicit and, again, she wordlessly indicates it’s acceptable for him to continue. ‘The collective has decided that if you fail to uncover the truth, well, we’ll move on. It’s been a long journey, leading us nowhere. I mean, God knows we’ve sought justice by every way possible, but you’ll be the last one.’


‘No pressure, then.’


Miss Winters asks, ‘Do you accept the case?’


I should say no. I really should say no.


‘OK,’ I reply. ‘Give me a couple of weeks to see what I can find. If I’m just getting a load of conspiracy theories and sob stories, I’ll let you know and you can keep your money. If I think I’m getting somewhere, I’ll take the case. Deal?’


Yes, I know it’s a stall. All three of us do, but Miss Winters and Peters are evidently satisfied, which I find oddly unnerving.


They pause in my hallway. We confirm the protocol for keeping in touch and Peters swings open the front door. We shake hands and for some reason he says, ‘I have faith in you.’


I catch one of Miss Winters’ precise eyebrows rising for a moment. We share a look that confirms we both know how much Peters’ faith means to me. He releases my hand, hesitates, and seems to pick up on the fact his colleague wants a private word with me. He nods and sets off down my driveway.


Miss Winters steps closer to me. Did I mention she wears expensive perfume, that’s strong without being cloying? If I said it was Chanel No.5 I’d be taking a random punt but, whatever it is, as she leans in, it’s almost aphrodisiacal.


‘I said I didn’t want you encumbered with questions that weren’t your own,’ she says and I nod. ‘There’s one exception. Just before she was killed, Diana told the press she was on the verge of surprising them. With something new. With something that would shock them. It would be interesting to find out what it was, don’t you think?’


‘What’s your best guess, Miss Winters?’


‘Good luck.’ As she moves past me, on to the driveway, she adds, ‘And remember what’s at stake.’


‘I get it. I’m your last chance.’


She stops, looking mildly surprised.


‘No, Mr Novak. You’re Diana’s last chance.’






CHAPTER 8


Now that my guests have left the house, I return to the living room, cross to the windows and check they’ve really gone. A lot of my clients linger. There’s normally something they’ve not told me and, as they walk away, they begin to have creeping doubts about keeping secrets from someone who’s committed to helping them. But Miss Winters and Peters aren’t hanging around.


Good.


I close the curtains and go to the old wooden clock on the corner shelf, stealing a look at the photograph of Precious and me. But it’s no more than a glance, I promise. I’m over that whole thing. Got over it ages ago, in fact. By the way, the clock is a genuine eighteenth-century antique. Or at least, its casing is.


I carry it to the table. There’s a small aperture to the right of the clock face that people always assume is the keyhole for when it needs winding up. It’s actually a 2.5mm lens that can be operated manually or by using a device that looks like a TV remote control. I’d used the latter method when Miss Winters and Peters arrived, but now I remove the clock’s back panel and slide the power to ‘off’. I pluck the USB from its tiny hard drive, fire up my laptop and stick it into a side port.


I watch the recording I’d initiated just before making the coffee. The first couple of minutes show my guests having a nosey round the front room, and I freeze the footage as they approach the shelf, doubtless to check out the photo by the clock. The frame effectively captures them both head-on. It’s a good, usable shot. I do a screen capture and open up my facial recognition software. The programme I use isn’t strictly illegal, in the same way diverting company profits to an offshore account in the Caribbean isn’t strictly breaking any tax laws.


But the software doesn’t resemble the magic face-finders you’ve seen in cop shows. When facial rec started coming of age, the systems were largely outsourced by government departments that tended to award the contract to the tech firm submitting the lowest bid. To make up the shortfall, these companies offer access to a version of the programme, which is what I’m using now. They’re slow but thorough and I set it running with the faces of Thom Peters and Miss Winters.


I grab my phone and call Precious. She picks up and I say, ‘Hi,’ which feels like enough small talk. ‘I need your help.’


‘When do you not?’


‘Are you free tonight?’


‘No.’


‘It’s important.’


I hear her sigh and know she’ll help. ‘What is it?’


‘What time do you finish work?’


Turns out she’s on an early and we arrange to meet when she’s left her office. After the call, I check out how the facial rec search is coming along. It’s finished.


No matches.


Now, that’s strange. Pretty much everyone has an online presence these days, whether they know it or not. And somewhere in the vastness of the internet, there’s almost certainly at least one photo that includes your face. But the search has given me no names or possible matches to the shots of Thom Peters and Miss Winters. According to the available data, they don’t exist.


I’ve just been hired by a couple of ghosts.






CHAPTER 9


Dealing with an ex of your current partner is invariably tricky, isn’t it? Their latent intimacy always feels intrusive, no matter how much bonhomie and bullshit we deploy to make the social interaction a little easier. I understand this.


So when I meet Precious in the foyer of Guildford Cathedral’s refectory, I’m not put out by the fact that her current boyfriend is less than thrilled to see me. Cy Hillier is a big guy. Good-looking. When he spots me, he reacts like he’s just found a parking ticket stuck to his car windscreen. As I approach, he says, ‘Don’t get her involved in anything dangerous. Not again.’


Before I can answer, Precious replies, ‘I can look after myself, Cy.’


He doesn’t look convinced. ‘I’ll wait for you in the car, yeah?’


She nods and he leaves. 


‘Good to see you, Presh. Thank God that wasn’t awkward.’


She gives me a pantomime scowl. ‘You’re buying.’


We go to the counter, where I order for her and she orders for me. That sounds cutesy, I know, but it’s just something we’ve done for years. I carry our tray over to the far end of the room and we sit at a large circular table. To our right, through large windows, the cathedral looms.


‘Cy’s looking well.’


‘How’s Jill?’ I’ve no idea what she’s talking about, and noticing this, she adds, with a touch of incredulity, ‘The girl you were seeing.’


‘Oh! Gillian. Yeah. We didn’t . . .’ I shrug. ‘How’s your mum’s leg?’


‘You said you needed my help with something. Sorry – I’ve only got a minute. I did say we had plans.’


‘It’s a case I’m working. A murder.’


‘It’s always the husband.’


‘She was divorced.’


‘Do I know her?’


‘The whole world knows her. I’m looking into the death of Diana.’


I’m curious what her reaction will be, but there is none. ‘Diana who?’


‘The Diana. The Princess of Wales.’


The reaction arrives and it’s textbook scepticism. ‘Someone’s hired you to find out what happened to Lady Diana?’ She could have added ‘Yeah, right!’ and it wouldn’t have sounded out of place. She sees I’m serious and after a moment ventures, ‘Oh, is it like research for a documentary or something?’


‘I expect so. Do you think I should take it?’


‘The case? Yeah. Why wouldn’t you?’


I shrug. ‘It’s dangerous, isn’t it? Asking questions about powerful people.’


She laughs. And when Precious laughs, she really commits. Always a big smile followed by head-back hoots. ‘Dangerous? Listen to yourself!’ She regains her composure. ‘Why do white guys always think the world’s out to get them?’


Oh God. I don’t want one of those conversations. ‘Well, it’s not that! It’s—’ 


‘I’m yanking ya chain!’ That broad smile again and she rests her hand on my forearm, just for a moment. ‘So, how can I help?’


‘You’re a journalist.’ Actually, that’s not technically true. Precious had been a journalist, and a good one, in London, for several years. She’d been forced to move back to Guildford when her mum’s health started to decline and she needed to be on hand. She now works as an editorial assistant at a local radio station. It’s fine, but I know she’s desperate to get back to her ‘real’ job.
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