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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.

The document was redacted at source.
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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?’
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