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Foreword to the New Edition

In June 2006, nearly nine years after Diana’s death, I attended a ball – hosted, improbably, by Tatler magazine and Mikhail Gorbachev – at Althorp, the ancestral home of the Spencer family in Northamptonshire. I looked up at the glowing windows from which Diana, during an unhappy visit with Prince Charles soon after their marriage, had gazed moodily at the rolling, moonlit grounds. The crowd partying in the tent that night was her crowd – the London demi-monde of fashion and café society and media. She would have lit up the gathering with her radiance and charm. It seemed all wrong for her to lie buried on that lonely island in the lake. All wrong for the laughter and the voices not to include hers. As the band played on and the summer night dwindled, I kept waiting for her to come down and join us and the last nine years to disappear.

Diana would have been fifty in July 2011. What would she have been like? Still great-looking: that’s a given. Her mother, Frances Shand Kydd, with her cornflower-blue eyes and well-turned legs, was a handsome woman to the very end. Fashion-wise, Diana would have gone the J. Crew and Galliano route in the same vein as Michelle Obama, always knowing how to mix the casual with the glam. There is no doubt she would have kept her chin taut with strategic Botox shots and her bare arms buff from the gym.

Remarriage? At least two, I suspect, on both sides of the Atlantic. Always so professional herself, she would have soon grown exasperated with Dodi Fayed’s hopeless unpunctuality (though staying on good terms with his father, Mohamed, who could still be relied on to cough up for a table or two at a charity dinner). After the break-up with Dodi she would have probably moved to New York, where I picture her spending a few cocooned years married to a super-rich hedge fund guy. Eventually, having wearied of the boredom of weekends in his big tasteless house in upstate New York, she would have shed him too, andmight have drifted into undercover trysts with someone more exciting – a former American president with a country place nearby, for example, or a globetrotting French finance wizard destined for the Elysée. Gliding sleekly into her forties, she’d have developed a taste for men of power over boys of play, international movers and shakers who’d invite her not just on extended trips floating off the Côte d’Azur but to brainy summits at Ditchley or private sessions at Davos. I suspect she would have retained a weakness for men in uniform, and a yen for dashing Muslim men. (A two-year fling with a Pakistani general rumoured to have links to the ISI would have been a particular headache for the Foreign Office.)

Diana would have been well pleased with the scandal at Rupert Murdoch’s News of the World – the one that revealed that for years the British tabloids had been hacking into the phones of celebrities and royals and publishing the illicit skimmings. She would have sued for sure, and her collected damages would have broken all records. Is it possible that even Squidgygate, the embarrassingly steamy phone call between Diana and her lover James Gilbey in December of 1989, was really one of the earliest examples of press malfeasance? I never believed the bizarre explanation, investigated at length here in The Diana Chronicles, that a radio ham named Cyril Reenan had picked up this call and offered it to the Sun. Was Reenan, who later spoke of ‘being set up by a sinister conspiracy’ and died in 2004, really a cover for a nefarious phone hacker? If so, Diana’s obsession about eavesdroppers in the last days of her life – often mocked as paranoia – was simply the sound intuition of a careful student of the folkways of Fleet Street.

Politically, Diana would have soon parted company with Tony Blair, stung by his failure to use her, as she had hoped, for big peacemaking missions overseas. He would have tried to woo her back each election cycle, but Diana was shrewd when it came to the conducting of feuds. While I suspect she would have been reconciled with her mother, I doubt she would have ever forgiven her brother, Earl Spencer, for abruptly withdrawing the refuge of a house on Althorp’s grounds at the time she needed it most. Diana was too wounded in childhood and in marriage to forgive the people who let her down. Perhaps the Earl understood that, and guilt was the impetus for his fiery repudiation of the royals at her funeral (and also for his insistence that she should be enshrined at Althorp for ever). I believe her best male friend in later years would have been, poignantly, her reviled first husband. She and Charles had begun to reach a delicate understanding towards the end of her life. She would no longer have been impatient of Charles’s causes. Rather she would have empathised and asked his advice about hers. After so many loves and losses she might have even given up hating Camilla. The Duchess’s galleon-sized Lady Bracknell hat at William’s wedding would have offered satisfaction enough.

And Kate, the newly minted Duchess of Cambridge? How would Diana have handled her son’s steadfast affection for a woman other than herself? The rising public adoration of Kate would have afforded Diana some tricky moments. Pleased, yes. But, like Frances Shand Kydd – who, days before Diana’s wedding, suddenly burst out, ‘I have good long legs – like my daughter’ – Diana would have had to adjust to a broadening of the limelight. Her edge over Kate, of course, was the epic of her princessly suffering, which would always make Diana’s story more interesting. (‘Happily ever after’ will never have the same allure to the press as ‘It all went wrong’) But she would have loved being a firm defender of the Middletons against the Palace snobs and ostentatiously made Kate’s dynamic mother, Carole Middleton, her new BFF. To William’s slight irritation she would also have begun to see his in-laws’ comfortable, relaxed house in Berkshire as a haven for herself, casting Kate’s solid, dependable father, Michael, as yet another shoulder to lean on. Diana was always searching for the kind of supportive family that she never had.

Would our heroine by now have found peace? Yes, I believe she would. Sustained by the two things she cared about most: her children and her work.

In July 1997, Diana told me she’d been discussing the idea of making television films to further promote her work on behalf of the victims of landmines, leprosy, and HIV/Aids. As the years rolled by, her foundation would have become one of the most prestigious in the world. For a woman whose private life was so ruled by her heart, Diana was a surprisingly good executive. She knew how to make things happen. She knew how to run a team. She had a galvanic focus when her compassionate feelings were stirred. Her Princess Diana Foundation, fuelled by a steady pipeline of Fayed and Forstman millions (her ex-boyfriend, billionaire Theodore Forstman, stayed in close touch), might have rivalled the Clinton Global Initiative by now. In the world disasters of the last few years – 9/11, the tsunamis, the Pakistan earthquake, Hurricane Katrina, the Japanese nuclear catastrophe – you know Diana would have been first at the scene in a hard hat with a camera crew (and, by now, ten million followers on Twitter). She wouldhave kept her spotlight trained on individual sufferers whom she’d continued to visit and care for and touch. At a time when the world has disaster fatigue, I miss the generosity of her star power and what it could accomplish.

‘One day I will get you back your HRH,’ fourteen-year-old William told his mother at the time of her divorce. And in many ways he already has. He made considerable efforts to include the memory of his mother in the most important day of his life. The engagement ring he placed on Kate’s finger belonged to his mother. In the days before the ceremony there was a sacred trip with his fiancée to Diana’s grave on the island in the lake. The opening hymn at the wedding, ‘Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer’, was one of Diana’s favourites, chosen by William and Harry to close her funeral service and the memorial service to mark the tenth anniversary of her death.

The way William has matured has reflected so much of Diana’s tender messaging to him as a child. It made him sure and steady in his choice of the woman he loved after years of considered courtship. Like his scampish heart-throb younger brother, William is relaxed with the media and informal in his presentation to the public. When the couple drove out of Buckingham Palace in his father’s 41-year-old open-topped Aston Martin DB6 Volante, the gesture showed all his mother’s theatrical flair. Those huge blue eyes of Diana’s, gazing out from under an elegant but fashion-forward ‘fascinator’, in the front row of Westminister Abbey, would have shone with pride.

Indeed, so much of William’s current happiness could not have happened without the mother who fought for a different way of royal life. Thanks to the discreet Palace self-examination after the turbulent scenes before Diana’s funeral, the Queen, too, has profoundly changed. She is far more available to her people. Her advisers today are much more media-savvy, much less ‘top drawer’ than the crusty enforcers of tradition who cramped the life of the Princess of Wales. At Easter this year, the Queen was photographed riding in the woods at Windsor with her two youngest grandchildren, one of whom was attached to her by a leading rein. When she saw the picture, the Queen liked it so much she told the Palace to release it to the press. That would never have happened ten years ago, let alone twenty. It was a private moment that told a story: the Queen as Granny.

The picture, like the wedding, was a pure Diana moment.




Chapter One

A Tunnel in Paris

If I had Diana with me, I would take her to the jungle, not the Ritz.

—Dodi Fayed’s uncle, Hassan Yassin, 2006

AUGUST 31, 1997. PARIS. The car that sped into the Pont D’Alma Tunnel at twenty-three minutes past midnight was carrying the most famous woman in the world. The icon of blondness whose long legs were crossed in the back seat of the black Mercedes was at the end of a chaotic night out and her mood was sour. You could see her displeasure in the tight expression caught by the closed-circuit security camera as she pushed quickly through the revolving doors of the Ritz Hotel’s back exit on Rue Cambon.

Arthur Edwards, the dean of royal photographers, knew that look well. It still bothers him when he thinks of it. For sixteen years there hadn’t been a mood of the Princess that wasn’t caught, logged, pored over, blown up, and flashed to every news desk on the planet, and Edwards, the rumpled, balding cockney from the tabloid Sun had been witness to most of them. He had taken the very first stolen picture of Lady Diana Spencer at a polo match in Sussex one year before she married Prince Charles, and he was one of the first of the British royal photographers to arrive at the gates of Pitié-Sâlpetrière in Paris where she died. He says the last time he had seen that troubled expression was during a visit to Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children in February 1992. Her downcast mood had had a sad result for the waiting rat pack: she refused to look at the camera on her way out. Edwards and his colleagues were rewarded only when a construction worker gave the Princess a wolf whistle and she couldn’t help responding and lifting her head. Snap. Like every other photographer in Fleet Street throughout the 1980s and ’90s, Edwards lived for—and on—Diana’s smile.

On that last night in Paris with Dodi Fayed, the Princess knew things were out of control. So Edwards recalls today in a bar in London. He was a genuine favorite of Diana’s. His avuncular face is creased with regret, as if had he been there he could have done something about it. “She wanted to get home. She wanted to see the boys. She wasn’t a pop star. She was a Princess. She was used to the front door, a red carpet. That whole Dodi thing—decoy cars, back entrances—that wasn’t Diana’s style.”

Edwards is wrong about that. The chaos of her last night was increasingly Diana’s style ever since the divorce that had transformed her from protected royal princess into free-floating global celebrity. The fact that she was rattling around Paris with a haphazard playboy like Dodi at the end of August was proof of it. The British Ambassador didn’t even know she was in town. Nor did the French authorities. In August, most upscale Parisians head north to Deauville for the polo and the racing or to the cool woods of their country estates in the Loire or Bordeaux. Dodi had use of a lavish apartment in a building belonging to his father on the Rue Arsène-Houssaye overlooking the Champs-Élysées, so what need did they have of a hotel suite? They were at the Ritz that night only because Dodi was intent on showing Diana every one of the trophies his father’s prodigious wealth could offer. No one pursued by paparazzi would otherwise choose this venue as a hideout. Paris’s most prestigious hotel at that time of the year is crawling with camera-toting tourists and rubberneckers. At the extreme end of the seasonal exit from town even the more exclusive areas of the hotel—such as its restaurant, L’Espadon—have a louche air of rootless extravagance. South American call girls with hirsute operators from emerging markets and rich old ladies with predatory nephews can be seen poring over the wine list under the trompe l’oeil of its opulent ceiling. Dinner for two sets you back $700.

The ambience this place typifies was exactly the kind Diana couldn’t stand. She had just auctioned off for charity all the grand and glittering dresses of her old life at Christie’s in New York to prove it. When she crossed the Atlantic for the opening preview in July 1997, Anna Wintour, the editor-in-chief of Vogue, and I had lunch with her at the Four Seasons, the Park Avenue restaurant that served as an unofficial commissary for Condé Nast executives. “I’ve kept a few things,” Diana said about the upcoming auction, “but you know that Catherine Walker with all the bugle beads? People in England don’t wear those kind of clothes anymore.”

What struck me at lunch was how much celebrity itself had transformed Diana’s appearance. I have come to think that being looked at obsessively by people you don’t know actually changes the way your face and body are assembled—not just in the obvious ways of enhanced fashion sense or tricks of charm and self-possession, but in the illusion of size. The heads of world-class celebrities literally seem to enlarge. Hillary Clinton’s, for instance, has grown enormously since she was the mere wife of the governor of Arkansas. It nods when she talks to you like a balloon in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade. The years of limelight so inflated the circumference of Jackie O’s cranium, it seemed her real face must be concealed by an oversized Halloween mask. If you looked into her eyes, you could see her in there somewhere, screaming.

In the case of Diana, it was as if everything had been elongated and hand-colored. The tall, soft-cheeked English rose I first met at the American embassy in 1981, when she was a new bride, had become as phosphorescent as a cartoon. Striding on three-inch heels across the high-ceilinged grill room of the Four Seasons, she towered like Barbarella. Her Chanel suit was a sharp, animated green, her tan as flawless as if it had been airbrushed on. The gently flushed skin of her face wasn’t just peachy; it was softer than a child’s velveteen rabbit. No wonder she made such an impact at the bedsides of sick children. Arriving in a flashing cone of artificial light, she must have seemed to them like a glowing angel come to soothe the sorrows of our world below. Her instinct to move to America was dead on. She would only ever feel at home now in the culture that invented fame the size of hers. “You can feel the energy go up when the Americans arrive in July for Wimbledon,” she told me wistfully.

Diana was already worrying at lunch about where she might go in August. Putting out a deck chair in her spacious garden at Kensington Palace was not a conceivable option for someone with an aversion to books. Besides, it would be lonely. “It will be so difficult,” she said, “without the boys.” For a divorced Princess the month when glamour appearances are on hold only magnified the yawning empty nest inflicted by the upper-class pedagogical custom of sending children away to boarding school at the age of eight. For her two sons, William and Harry, August meant Balmoral with their father and deluxe vagrancy for their mother. Everyone from her old life had withdrawn to Spartan family lodges in the Scottish heather or rambling villas in Tuscany where they played Monopoly with their kids and read Frederick Forsyth novels. Diana, no longer HRH, was not so welcome in such circles now that she had cut her ties with the Royal Family. The moneyed social players of her newer London circle didn’t rush to ask her to stay in August either. Who could face the palaver? It would be worse than having Madonna as a houseguest. Not because Diana herself was spoiled or demanding. On the contrary, her notion of hedonism was to iron her own and her hostesses’ clothes herself. (“I’ve finished my ironing. Would you like me to do yours?” she called downstairs to Lady Annabel Goldsmith and Jemima Khan when she went with them on a private visit to Pakistan in February 1996.) It was one thing to enjoy the luster of having the Princess of Wales to dinner in London, quite another to put up with her houseguest requirements for longer than a weekend. At this point, it needed a fortress as secure as Colditz to keep the press and the loonies at bay. Then there was the aftermath of having the tabloids scavenge through your garbage for newsworthy evidence. Only Dodi’s father, Mohamed Al Fayed, was keen enough and rich enough to take on the aggravation. The Egyptian merchant, who in 1985 had bought the Mecca of London shopping, Harrods, in the hope of crashing the British Establishment, still dreamed of royal connections. His yacht, his cliffside compound in the South of France, his Ritz Hotel in Paris were Diana’s new castles in the air. “He has all the toys,” she told a friend.

The result was that her last two weeks with Dodi had been like a cheeseball made-for-TV version of her honeymoon with Prince Charles in 1981. Instead of the royal yacht Britannia with its Marine bands and crew of two hundred and twenty, it was Mohamed Al Fayed’s feverishly refurbished Jonikal, acquired for $20 million two months before to impress her, complete with the piped-in music of Julio Iglesias. Instead of a black-tie dinner on board Britannia in honor of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and his wife Jihan with the private secretary Francis Cornish in attendance, it was smooching with Egyptian lounge lizard Dodi Fayed over caviar and candles, waited on by the starstruck butler René Delorm. Instead of the disciplined, floating privacy of a closely guarded royal destination, it was a pestered cruise of the Mediterranean’s highest-profile resorts in a shark pond of paparazzi. Their telephoto lenses were trained on the Jonikal’s windows as the vacationing couple ate and slept.

There were also similarities between the first and last men in her life. Both were cowed by powerful fathers. The heir to Harrods, like the Prince of Wales, pursued Diana primarily because his father wanted him to. Even the two bodyguards on the trip, Trevor Rees-Jones and Alexander “Kez” Wingfield, reported not to Dodi but his dad. “If Dodi did something that was contravening what his father wanted, I had to report it to his father,” Rees-Jones said. Dodi had been all set to marry a Calvin Klein model named Kelly Fisher on August 9, 1997, until—on Bastille Day, July 14—his father summoned him from Paris to join the first holiday with the Princess and made wooing her an urgent imperative. The baffled Fisher was kept out of sight in Saint-Tropez on board Fayed’s B-list boat, a former U.S. Coast Guard cutter, the Cujo. Dodi visited her at night in secret until she wised up to the subterfuge and tried to sue for breach of contract.

The difference on this neo-honeymoon cruise was that it didn’t matter to Diana if Dodi was his father’s puppet as long as he picked up the tab and was nice to her. She told one of her confidantes, Lady Elsa Bowker, cosmopolitan glamour granny and widow of the British diplomat Sir James Bowker, that with Dodi she felt so “taken care of.” Diana needed that. In July, Prince Charles had held a very public coming-out party for the fiftieth birthday of his mistress of twenty-four years, Camilla Parker Bowles, at, of all places, Highgrove in Gloucestershire, the former marital home he’d shared with Diana. The same month the Princess’s lover of two years, the Pakistani heart surgeon Hasnat Khan, made it clear he didn’t want to marry her, despite his devotion. After these two hits, Dodi was the perfect antidote: charming, sexually attentive, intellectually unthreatening—and temporary. “He doesn’t demand anything from me,” Diana explained happily to her friend the dress designer Lana Marks. Another Diana friend, the Labour peeress Margaret Jay, summed up the romance to me with this offering of female wisdom: “We’ve all had our Dodi Fayeds.”

In August of 1997, Diana was seeking to replace what she had possessed as a still-married Princess with a superstar’s version of the same, a life of guarded insulation. She had swapped the stiff upper rictus of courtiers and servants for the Hollywood equivalent, the celebrity servant class of healing therapists, astrologers, acupuncturists, hairdressers, colonic irrigationists, aromatherapists, shoe designers, and fashion stylists who these days lead boldface lives of their own that enable them to hobnob as their clients’ equals. They filled Diana’s time in between the psychic ministrations of a consoling posse of surrogate mothers. Even her seventeen-million-pound divorce settlement could feel strained by this ever-expanding support network. She sometimes had as many as four therapy treatments a day at two hundred pounds a throw. Paul Burrell, her butler at Kensington Palace, and his wife Maria were among the few in her old court who made the transition to her new one. Previously confined to a respectful distance by his training in the Queen’s household, Burrell eagerly morphed after Diana’s divorce from royal servant to celebrity handler.

There was a powerful difference in the two roles. A servant glides away; a handler lingers. A servant is instructed; a handler shares. Burrell didn’t just bring in the breakfast tray and open the door for Diana’s friends. He tsk-tsked over her choice in clothes, determining the “wow factor.” He doled out tissues during weepy videos with her when they were alone in the Palace. He acted as a go-between in her secret love affair with Khan. He also eavesdropped on her calls, whispered about his colleagues, promoted himself to the press as the man Diana called “my rock.” (“What she actually said to him was, ‘You’re wearing my frock,’” cracked an exasperated former member of the Queen Mother’s staff about Burrell’s vaunted role in the Princess’s life.)

The problem for Diana now was that her new court could preserve her ego but not her person. Because she stubbornly refused to retain the royal security detail, seeing them as spies for the enemy camp, she was doomed to seek protection from the paranoid rich. “From the day she was divorced,” said her driver, the former royal protection officer Colin Tebbutt, “we lost the official car. That was the worst day’s work the government ever did.” The holiday offer with Dodi seemed a watertight solution for her protection. Mohamed Al Fayed has always supported a costly apparatus of bodyguards, surveillance cameras, and informers. On his own trips to Paris he traveled with a retinue of eight bodyguards and was transported from Le Bourget Airport in a bullet-proof Mercedes with a medically equipped backup car. Dodi, it seems, had inherited his father’s obsession. A former girlfriend of his, the Hawaiian model Marie Helvin, used to be both irked and amused by the fact that a night out with Dodi always featured security goons with pockets stuffed with “bungs,” as they called the wads of cash they were handed to buy off any trouble, alerting each other on walkie-talkies for Dodi’s imminent arrivals and departures as if he was a head of state with a list of dangerous enemies instead of an affable, slightly hopeless party boy with a wide circle of maternal female admirers. For Diana the hunted, this apparatus of security was a powerful attraction. So was the bonhomous atmosphere of the Al Fayeds’ extended family. Alienated from her own, she was relaxed by the warmth as much as the wealth.

For women over thirty-five, glamour has three Stations of the Cross: denial, disguise, and compromise. As she entered her thirty-seventh year, Diana told herself she was looking for love. But what she was really seeking was a guy with a Gulfstream. Her needs at this juncture had more in common with those of second-act sirens like Elizabeth Hurley than with those of anyone currently residing in Balmoral. She was reaching the point at which she could no longer kid herself that men of large seriousness and modest means—like Dr. Hasnat Khan, or even her earlier swain, handsome Guards officer James Hewitt—would be able to spirit her away from her fame to a life of low-key normality. She had enjoyed escapist idylls with both men that worked only when and because they were secret. Hewitt used to whisk her off to Devon, where she’d help his mother do the dishes in her snug cottage. Khan, hidden under a blanket in Paul Burrell’s car, would arrive at Kensington Palace with Kentucky Fried Chicken for dinner à deux with the Princess. When he took her on a date, she wore a black wig and glasses and thrilled to the excitement of standing undetected in a line at Ronnie Scott’s jazz club. She called her “healing therapist,” Simone Simmons, from outside the club once and said how much she loved standing in the queue, admitting she’d never had to wait on line for anything before. “I’m queuing!” she crowed happily into her cell phone. “It’s wonderful! You meet so many different people in a queue!” Diana saw this as the cozy index of her future life with Khan. But, as Khan himself recognized, it was Marie Antoinette stuff, a daydream that would have exploded when it collided with reality. In the multimedia age, downsizing was infeasible. Besides, she would have died of boredom.

And so Diana, like her role model Jackie, who tried to re-create the fortress of the presidency with the playthings of Aristotle Onassis, was scouring in her last days for a new kind of Prince, one who could underwrite the needs of global celebrity. Aboard the Jonikal, where she was supposed to be wrapped in dreams of becoming Mrs. Fayed, Diana was thinking about the future, appraising the résumés of suitors with better long-term prospects than the affable Dodi, who had to go cap in hand to his father for everything. She still called Khan’s apartment and left him messages because she loved him and couldn’t help herself, but she also kept other possibilities on the boil, such as the New York financier Theodore Forstmann, who owned not only a Gulfstream aircraft but the company that manufactured it. From the boat she was deep in discussions with her friend the Chinese entrepreneur David Tang, who was helping her make plans for a three-day visit to Hong Kong in September. Tang, known as “Tango” to his friends, an ebullient social catalyst of the London scene, was arranging her charity appearances there and meetings with government officials. Tang was not a boyfriend, but Diana’s new interest in China was also stoked by Gulu Lalvani. The fifty-eight-year-old Hong Kong–based electronics entrepreneur was founder and CEO of Binatone, a company that was valued in 2003 at some $500 million. The Monday before the accident, the Princess made plans from the Jonikal to see Lalvani in London on her return. They had celebrated together the night of Tony Blair’s election win in May 1997 and had been seeing each other a couple of times a week. “There was nothing she wouldn’t confide in me or I wouldn’t confide in her,” Lalvani said in the December after her death. It was Lalvani’s appearance in her life in January that caused Diana’s last breach in the spring of 1997 with her mother, who exploded on the phone about her daughter’s “relationships with Muslim men.” Lalvani was actually a Punjabi Sikh, but as far as Mrs. Shand Kydd was concerned he was still unacceptably brown. Friends called him “the Crater of Tranquillity” because of his cool disposition and pitted complexion. In June, Diana took Lalvani dancing at Annabel’s, the Berkeley Square nightclub, in the hopes of making Hasnat jealous. She did not understand that it was just this kind of exposure that her medical heartthrob most derided and dreaded. If she had understood that, it might have been the man she really loved on a sundeck with her, not his ersatz replacement. The deluge of trashy images from the Jonikal must have filled the earnest Khan less with regret than with relief that he was not a part of the madness. It was the prospect of just such career-trivializing photo ops that had made him run for the hills two months before.

To Diana, the forty-two-year-old Dodi Fayed seemed perfectly cast for a romance of retaliation against both her ex-lover and her ex-husband. “She just wanted to make the people at Balmoral as angry as possible,” her friend Lord Palumbo, the multimillionaire art collector, told me. Her choice of agent provocateur was actually a gentle soul whose childhood in Egypt and expensive European boarding schools had been as lonely as Prince Charles’s. Dodi’s parents were divorced when he was two, with Al Fayed winning custody, but the father was almost never home. “He spoiled Dodi, which is not the same as being there for him,” said the movie producer and Labour peer David Puttnam. Dodi was the kind of loner who is always surrounded by people. He loved to cook Middle Eastern dishes with his butler, perfume his apartment with scented lilac candles, listen intently at the feet of movie stars, and do lines of cocaine. When he was twenty-four years old, Al Fayed set him up in a movie company called Allied Stars, which meant he could date actresses and call himself an executive producer. He got lucky with his very first project, Puttnam’s Oscar-winning Chariots of Fire, in which his father invested $3 million. It gave him the right to hang around the set until Puttnam threw him off for handing out coke to the cast. Not much success followed that, but the indeterminate nature of the movie business suited his amorphous temperament. Dodi’s house in Beverly Hills was party central, a magnet for freeloaders, gold diggers, and deal jockeys exploiting his childlike generosity. He threw, on average, four parties a week. “He was good at being rich,” Marie Helvin said fondly. “He was always sending me long-stemmed roses and boxes of mangoes.” In the course of Dodi’s six-week relationship with Diana, he showered her with a multistranded seed pearl bracelet fastened with jewel-encrusted dragons’ heads, a rectangular Jaeger-LeCoultre wristwatch studded with diamonds, a silver photo frame with a romantic inscription, and a gold dress ring with pavé diamonds that was on her finger at the time of the accident.

Dodi’s cash came from his father, not from business success. Like many coke users, he was terminally indecisive. His butler, René Delorm, once waited three months in an apartment in Switzerland for Dodi to decide whether he wanted to live in Paris, London, or Gstaad. Girlfriends would sit all day, packed and ready for Dodi to show up to take them to L.A. on the private plane. This infuriated Marie Helvin, as did his cavalier treatment of London’s hostesses. When it came to dinner parties, Dodi had restaurant manners: he had a habit of canceling at the last minute, as if the invitation was a booking at the local bistro. One of Fayed’s minders explained to Diana’s driver Colin Tebbutt, “What you’ve got to remember is there are three times round here: English time, Arab time and Dodi time.” On vacation with the two of them, Dodi’s bodyguards Kez Wingfield and Trevor Rees-Jones found his ever more erratic movements a source of rising consternation. Working for Dodi was a nightmare at the best of times. “He’d be sitting in a traffic jam in the middle of the rush hour,” Rees-Jones said, “and it would be, ‘Why have you gone this way?’ He hated sitting in traffic, always wanted to push through, jump lanes, to try to get somewhere more quickly. He’d order me to speed up when I knew a speed camera was coming.” There had been a chaotic evening ashore in Monte Carlo when Dodi suddenly decided to send for the tender and take the Princess for a walk, then got her lost after a long pant up a hill trying to evade the paparazzi. The targets of every tabloid photographer in the world huddled alone at a bus stop trying to figure out where they were. Rees-Jones began to feel sorry for the Princess; he believed she deserved better. On the first Al Fayed vacation at his Saint-Tropez estate in July with William and Harry in tow, Rees-Jones had been touched at how carefree and warm she was wandering around a fun fair and going on the rides with her kids until the press ruined it for them. “She was lovely,” he reflected. “And her children were fantastic…She could do miles better than this guy, for Christ’s sake.”

Prince William shared Rees-Jones’s view. He felt mounting dismay at his mother’s relationship with Dodi and uncomfortable with the Al Fayed displays of conspicuous consumption. He told friends he had felt as if he was being “tested” on the July vacation. “Suddenly a group of people he barely knew were acting like a sort of substitute family.” The pictures of her frolicking aboard the Jonikal in August led to a blowup on the phone with his mother. The fifteen-year-old Prince was dreading the commentary from schoolmates when he returned to Eton for the fall semester. It’s doubtful whether Dodi could have long withstood William’s disapproval. Nor would Diana have herself withstood any indication of Dodi’s renewed drug abuse, which she abhorred. Unreliability of any kind annoyed her. In her role as a Princess, she was crisply decisive and punctilious in obligation.

What happened to that other Diana on this extended summer folly? When we had lunched together in New York in July she was so self-possessed, so exhilaratingly focused. She saw Tony Blair’s election as Prime Minister as a new broom that would sweep her old life away and entrust her with a humanitarian mission. Blair told me he had Diana in mind to boost the Africa initiative on overseas aid and debt cancellation that became the Millennium Campaign. He and his wife Cherie had entertained Diana and William to lunch at Chequers, the country retreat of prime ministers, and they had played soccer on the lawn. Only months before the Jonikal left on its pleasure cruise, she had undertaken the most courageous mission of her life—to campaign against antipersonnel mines.

As recently as the eighth of August, she had flown to Bosnia and Herzegovina with Bill Deedes, the venerable editor of the Daily Telegraph, who was struck by her “silent stillness, how good she was at hearing and dealing with grief, simply stretching out a hand to touch, applying her own brand of soothing tranquility.” Again and again, Diana turned around skeptical members of the press corps by her porous quality of empathy. In January, the Sunday Times war reporter Christina Lamb was exposed to her up close visiting land-mine victims in Angola and was struck by how she never turned her head away from injuries so gruesome she herself could not look at them despite years of Third World reporting. “She had something I’d only ever seen before from Nelson Mandela,” Lamb wrote, “a kind of aura that made people want to be with her and a completely natural, straight-from-the-heart sense of how to bring hope to those who seemed to have little to live for.”

Now, just three weeks after her stellar performance in Bosnia, here she was on a hot night in August, reveling in high-life flash, pursued by the farting motorbikes of the international press. Ever since 3:20 that afternoon, the moment Al Fayed’s Gulfstream 4 had landed at Le Bourget Airport after the ninety-minute flight from Sardinia, seven of the paparazzi had been on the tail of Diana and Dodi’s two-vehicle mini-motorcade (the Mercedes and a backup Range Rover for the luggage). To shake them off, Dodi ordered his driver to put the pedal to the metal and take them not to the Ritz as planned but to another Al Fayed trophy, the former home in the Bois de Boulogne of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. Showing girls this house was one of Dodi’s standard romantic ploys. He had taken Kelly Fisher there only the month before.

The house, a fourteen-room, nineteenth-century villa with a tree-filled garden, was part of Mohamed Al Fayed’s endless obeisance to royal myth. Raised in Alexandria, the son of a school inspector when Egypt was still under British rule, the stocky, pugilistic Al Fayed was always obsessed with finding ways to live out his childhood fantasies of Imperial glory. His striving to be accepted by the Establishment in London held up a mirror to the British upper class that was as unflattering to them as to him, maybe more so—a reminder of how snobbery and colonial racism can twist the psyches of its perpetrators and its victims alike. Doubtless, he dreamed of someday being elevated to the House of Lords, and in return much of the elite took an almost sadistic pleasure in rejecting him. (Private Eye, the witty fortnightly of schoolboy satire and Fleet Street gossip, mocked him as “the Phoney Pharaoh.”)

Over the years Al Fayed reacted to such rejections, first with disillusionment and then with anger. He took satisfaction in either acquiring gilt-edged British institutions or holding them rudely accountable for the standards he expected of them, whether it was Harrods, the venerable humor magazine Punch, or the Royal Family. (When Queen’s Counsel Geoffrey Robertson advanced this theory of Al Fayed’s motivation to the man himself, he beamed, “Ah! You have understood my idealism.”) In October 1994, Al Fayed exploded a news bomb under John Major’s Tory government with what became known as the cash-for-questions scandal. He brazenly revealed that in his takeover battle for Harrods in 1985 he had paid Members of Parliament, including Neil Hamilton, junior minister at the Department of Trade and Industry, to ask questions in Parliament on his behalf. Lobbyist Ian Greer, who was hired by Al Fayed to plant questions, allegedly told Al Fayed, “You rent a taxi, a London taxi, you rent an MP.” Al Fayed used the left-leaning Guardian newspaper to fanfare his allegations of corruption, well-timed to follow Prime Minister John Major’s pledge to the House of Commons that he would root out corruption. Al Fayed’s motive was revenge. He felt the Conservative government had betrayed him when it ordered the Department of Trade and Industry to investigate the financial underpinnings for his purchase of Harrods. The fact that three years later he still held out hope for redemptive royal connections would be touching if he had not pursued his social aspirations with such transparent manipulation. The DTI inquiry revealed he had lied about his assets, his background, and even the date of his birth.

The acquisition of the Villa Windsor lease in Paris was meant to be another of Al Fayed’s sackings and pillagings of an Establishment redoubt, but as usual he got it critically wrong. Le Bois, which the exiled Duke and Duchess of Windsor moved to in 1953, was a symbol not of royal style but of ostracism and failure. Perhaps Al Fayed subliminally identified with the pariah status of Mrs. Simpson. The villa’s tasteful rooms are haunted by memories of what the Duke gave up when he abandoned his duty—dignity, family, the country he loved. Contrary to what Al Fayed told to two American journalists working for Time magazine, Diana, on August 30, did not meet an unnamed Italian designer and spend two hours going around the house with him inspecting every room and cupboard. It cut too close to the bone for her to linger at a place of royal exile while her boys were nestling in the bosom of the Windsor family at Balmoral and she was floating, Wallis Simpson–like, around the pleasure spots of the Mediterranean. Diana found it “spooky” and stayed for only ten minutes. The ghosts of the Windsor house tour only contributed to Diana’s longing to get the hell out of Paris and go home.

The evening, however, was about to descend to its last act of bedlam and myth. Diana was being propelled toward a posthumous charade of eternal betrothal to Dodi Fayed. While she recovered from the revving paparazzi pursuit with a soothing blow-dry in the Ritz’s Imperial Suite, Dodi was off on another errand to impress her: the purchase of more rocks from the fancy jewelers Repossi, across from the hotel in the Place Vendôme. The boss of this august joint, Alberto Repossi himself, and his wife, Angela, were ready to receive him. In Mohamed Al Fayed’s fairy story, Diana and Dodi had picked out an engagement ring, archly titled “Tell Me Yes,” in Repossi’s Monte Carlo branch with the intention of having it sized and collected in Paris. In fact, the perennially vague Dodi didn’t know what he wanted. He seemed to have had an unclear idea about a ring that he and Diana had glimpsed in the window of the Monte Carlo store, though the bodyguards later remembered no such visit. The eager Repossis laid out, for his delectation, a shiny array of watches, rings, and bracelets, but nothing caught Dodi’s fancy. Grabbing a brochure of other goodies that Diana might like, he was out of there in a record seven minutes, twenty-seven seconds. So where was the engagement ring of legendary repute that was to plight his troth with the Princess? It was on the finger of the enterprising Angela Repossi. Within thirty minutes of Dodi’s leaving, the acting manager of the Ritz, Claude Roulet, returned to pick up his edited selection of jewelry offerings. Roulet noticed that Mrs. Repossi was herself wearing something that may have matched Dodi’s earlier description. She took off the ring, cleaned it, and Roulet bought it for his boss on approval. This was the first time Dodi would hear of the existence of a “Tell Me Yes” engagement ring.

It may have been Dodi’s intention to pop the question—his butler René Delorm said it was—but it is unlikely that Diana would so quickly have reversed the position she had separately rehearsed with both Paul Burrell and Rosa Monckton before Dodi presented her a Bulgari band aboard the Jonikal. She told her friend Rosa: “He’s given me a bracelet. He’s given me a watch. I know that the next thing will be a ring.” Then she laughed and said: “Rosa, that’s going firmly on the fourth finger of my right hand,” an evasion of commitment Burrell endorses with his own version in his book, The Way We Were. It is unlikely, too, that Mohamed Al Fayed (who was paying) and M. Repossi between them would have let Dodi propose to the Princess with jewelry purchased in such an ad hoc fashion. A Diana engagement ring to be photographed by every media outlet in the world would surely have been a more extravagant item, featuring a diamond as big as—well, as big as the Ritz. At her tearful press conference on August 14, 1997, in Los Angeles, Kelly Fisher displayed a sapphire-and-diamond engagement ring from Dodi, valued at $200,000. Was the Princess worth less than Dodi’s dumped fiancée? Then there is the question of the all-important one-upmanship with the Windsors. Even the famously thrifty Queen Elizabeth II had forked over £28,500 to the royal jeweler Garrard for the sapphire-and-diamond ring Charles gave Diana on their engagement. Does anyone think Al Fayed would have allowed himself to be outshone in a retail matter? Besides, M. Repossi himself, in the first interview he gave to TV producer Martyn Gregory, said the ring he sold to Dodi that night was not an engagement ring. Only later did he change his story to insist that it was—and it must be remembered that clients of the Ritz Hotel were some of Repossi’s best customers.

Today, the engagement ring that wasn’t can be viewed in the display cabinet of the Dodi and Diana memorial at Harrods, along with a champagne glass from the Imperial Suite, a splashing fountain, and two suspended cameos of the couple flanked by eternally flickering white candles. The fact that the ring in the Harrods display case does not match Repossi’s description of what he said he made for Diana is just one more of the mysteries in Mohamed Al Fayed’s obfuscating world of commerce and make-believe.

Diana never wore it anyway, as we know. What followed its purchase was the night’s crescendo of motion madness. Was Dodi back to the old coke habit that had got him ejected from David Puttnam’s movie set? Diana’s friends have said she had begun to be suspicious of his trips to the bathroom. But no traces of cocaine were found in the blood test conducted by the pathologist at the 1997 postmortem in London. (Lord Stevens, former Metropolitan Police Commissioner and head of Scotland Yard, heading up the inquiry for the British inquest, told me emphatically that there was no trace of cocaine in Diana’s bloodstream or in the car.) Perhaps Dodi’s agitation and erratic instructions that night were simply that of a man hopelessly out of his depth, panicked by the burden of becoming the world’s most high-profile Romeo.

The countdown to disaster unfolds like a speeded-up movie. Consider the sequence:

7 P.M. In a swarm of paparazzi, the two lovers take off from the Ritz to Dodi’s apartment on the Rue Arsène-Houssaye. The Princess is upset by the shouting and shoving of the photographers outside. But do the couple stay inside drinking their champagne? No.

9:35 P.M. They come out into the mob scene to go out for a dinner they could have easily had served at home. They take off down the Champs-Élysées at the head of a buzzing convoy of press. The bodyguards in the backup car are furious—not with the journalists in pursuit, but with their own charge. They are hired to protect Dodi and Diana but have been offered no clue where they are going. Dodi tells his driver to head for Benoît, a chic bistro near the Pompidou Center. He has sent M. Roulet of the Ritz ahead to make sure they will have a five-star welcome. The chasing bikes and scooters stick to the Mercedes “like real devils,” in the words of a witness. Diana is used to their persistence, but it panics Dodi. He cannot handle real aggravation, only the pretend kind. What rattles his cage is that paparazzi are coming at them from all sides, not just behind them. Now he wants to forget Benoît, never mind M. Roulet and the fuss he is choreographing for their arrival.

9.45 P.M. He tells the driver to go back to the Ritz—they’ll dine there instead. This is bad news for the maître d’ of L’Espadon, the Ritz’s restaurant. The place is packed, and in the fifteen minutes he has been given by Dodi, it’s a nightmare to rustle up a table. The son of the owner and the Princess of Wales are in danger of having no place to sit!

9:53 P.M. Diana enters the hotel followed by Dodi. The couple are dropped not at the more discreet Rue Cambon back entrance but at the unavoidably public front. The night security officer, François Tendil, is so alarmed by the gathering photographers he summons from off duty the Ritz’s acting head of security, Henri Paul. Meanwhile, two snappers emerge from nowhere and hassle Diana. Dodi loses it with M. Tendil—the whole thing, he yells, is “a fuckup.” The couple head for the dining room. Dodi berates Kez Wingfield with what Wingfield remembers as “the mother of all bollockings” for not having gone ahead of them to clear the street and run interference—an impossible feat for the bodyguard for whom the whole night has been a magical mystery tour. Seated at the hastily prepared table in the dining room, Diana loses it, too. One of the most poignant images of her last hours is of a beautiful woman quietly weeping in full view of the clientele of L’Espadon.

10:10 P.M. The couple, having ordered dinner, never stay to eat it. They retreat from the embarrassing stares and ask for their meal to be sent up to the Imperial Suite they vacated three hours earlier. While they dine, their two bodyguards wait for them in the hotel’s Bar Vendome, where Henri Paul joins them. Paul knocks back two yellow drinks thought by the bodyguards to be pineapple cordial but later identified as the alcoholic pastis Ricard, a favorite of the French. Outside, the hotel front entrance is now under siege. Alerted by TV reports that Diana is inside, hundreds of curious fans have augmented the battalion of paparazzi. Every time a blonde goes in or out of the hotel, a raucous cheer goes up, like Oscar night on the red carpet. That Diana and Dodi didn’t just remain closeted in their suite from the start for a quiet romantic evening—and that, now back in that haven, they don’t stay the night rather than plunge themselves again into the vortex of media aggravation for a third time, as they are about to do—suggests an almost compulsive need to be seen.

It was a need they seemed to share. One of Dodi’s uncles, the Saudi businessman Hassan Yassin, happened to be staying at the hotel. Dodi had invited him to meet Diana and have a drink with them in the bar. Yassin was late, and by the time he arrived the couple had left again for Dodi’s apartment on their last journey. Yassin’s opinion today: “Both of them had the publicity bug. If I had Diana with me I would take her to the jungle, not the Ritz.”

But would she have gone? That’s the question. Dodi was a novice at the media game, but Diana was the most artful practitioner alive. She was way ahead of her contemporaries in foreseeing a world where celebrity was, so to speak, the coin of the realm. Today we are used to the phenomenon of movie stars commanding the airwaves to opine about Darfur or the environment. Journalists, artists, and foreign policy mavens get in line for the patronage of a Brad Pitt or a George Clooney if they want to have their ideas taken seriously by power, just as their seventeenth-century equivalents waited around for the patronage of the Earl of Southampton. An aristocrat herself, Diana knew that the aristocracy of birth was now irrelevant. All that counted now was the aristocracy of exposure.

The trouble was that, through muddles of the heart, she abused that exposure. The camera was Diana’s fatal attraction. She had a sixth sense about when it was trained on her, even when she couldn’t see it. It had created the image that had given her so much power, and she was addicted to its magic, even when it hurt. Her life’s obsession was how to control the genie she had released. All through the vacation she had been doing a dangerous dance with the press. When she learned about Charles’s birthday party for Camilla at Highgrove, she said to Lady Bowker: “Elsa, you know what I thought the other day? What a wonderful idea if I were to put on my bathing suit and hide under the birthday cake and suddenly just jump out!” She more or less did. The “snap” of her long legs and arched body in a pale blue one-piece about to execute an elegant dive from the Jonikal had gladdened the hearts of newspaper editors all over the world. After her death, it was revealed that the most sensational images of her final summer—for example, the famous front page of the Sunday Mirror, headlined “THE KISS” and featuring a shot of her in a clinch with the bare-chested Dodi off the coast of Corsica, for which the paper paid the photographer, Mario Brenna, a quarter of a million pounds—were the direct result of tips from Diana herself. When they appeared, the Princess called the photographer, Jason Fraser, who worked in cahoots with Brenna—not to protest but to ask why they were so grainy. On her last night in Paris, she reached Richard Kay, her confidant at the Daily Mail, on his cell phone shopping in Knightsbridge to find out what was going on in the press and said how much she dreaded the Sunday papers coming out. It did not occur to her to ignore them.

What she underestimated was Mohamed Al Fayed’s own appetite for the spotlight. All through the holiday he had monitored the movements of his son and Diana on a daily basis, briefed gossip columnists like the Daily Mail’s Nigel Dempster, and hired a publicist, Max Clifford, to tout the holiday fling as the romance of the century. The additional hype proved incendiary.

So thoroughly have Diana’s last hours been refracted through the prism of competing recriminations, it is easy to forget why she accepted the invitation to go on holiday with the Al Fayeds in the first place: she believed they offered protection. Yet she died because four men in Al Fayed’s empire weren’t looking after her: Dodi, whose plans were as chaotic as he was; Al Fayed, who approved his son’s cockamamie notion of using the Ritz’s acting head of security, Henri Paul, to drive them instead of a qualified chauffeur; Henri Paul himself, who was found to be concealing a blood alcohol level three times the legal limit; and the bodyguard Trevor Rees-Jones, who for whatever reason did not ensure that his vulnerable charge was buckled into a seat belt. Little wonder that Mohamed Al Fayed’s storm of grief at the loss of his son has been so volcanic in its repercussions of blame.

Fourteen minutes past midnight. I think of Diana in that last hour in her trim blazer, cropped white summer pants, and high-heeled Versace shoes as she scurries through the Ritz’s corridor of boutique display cases. She hardly glances at the gleaming windows of Hermès scarves and spangled watches and seductive lingerie and flashy brooches that advertise the luxe life of Eurotrash leisure. She moves at a clip with Dodi and the bodyguards through the grand salon that leads to the swanky Hemingway Bar and the elegant nightspot the Ritz Club. On the sidewalk near the hotel’s back entrance in the Rue Cambon, where the car jockey has brought around Henri Paul’s black Mercedes, the heavyset man his colleagues call “triste et solitaire” has arrived to drive her away through celebrity’s electric storm. Does she think then of her sons, asleep in a Scottish castle? As she slides quickly into the back seat of the Mercedes on that close Parisian night, does she suddenly miss the cool English rain?

It has often been said that by the summer of 1997 Diana was in a spiral of self-destruction. I prefer to think of her last exhibitionist weeks as a relapse, a wounded and wounding gesture triggered by the ruin once again of all her romantic hopes. It is one of the saddest ironies of her life that just when she was on the point of casting off the most toxic elements of celebrity culture and using her fame as collateral for daring social activism she should be locked by death in a freeze-frame of deadly glitz.

The low buzz of assembling bikes reveals that the paparazzi have spotted the subterfuge of the back exit. At 12:20 A.M., with Henri Paul at the wheel, the Mercedes pulls away from the curb and, with a screech of rubber, takes off, pursued by the furies, for Dodi’s apartment in the Rue Arsène-Houssaye by way of the Pont d’Alma Tunnel.
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