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			Preface

			

			 “On the morning of 13 November Jacques Seguela rang me to confirm his dinner party that night. I asked ‘who else is coming?’ He rattled through the guest list and said that Nicolas Sarkozy would be there too,” Carla Bruni told us.

			“Did you hesitate to accept the invitation?” we asked.

			“I didn’t hesitate and I wasn’t surprised to be asked. But I was very curious. Then when I arrived, I realised it was a blind date. There were eight people in all. Three of them were couples and then there were us two, both single people.”

			Heads of State do not very often go on blind dates: and it is rarer still for such an encounter to lead, in the space of a few short weeks, to marriage. But the newly elected – and freshly divorced – President of the French Republic, His Excellency Nicolas Sarkozy, first saw his bride to be at about 9pm on November 13th 2007. 

			This book tells the story of how Nicolas Sarkozy and Carla Bruni met, fell in love and married; of the political controversy that followed their whirlwind romance and of how France’s first couple have both impressed and, at times, annoyed, the world. It is something of a surprise that this book was published in France at all. Nicolas Sarkozy has been known to use his influence to suppress coverage of his love life. In 2005, the editor of Paris Match was sacked after his magazine published a front-page picture of Cecilia Sarkozy (who was then the President’s wife) with her lover, Richard Attias.

			A ‘kiss and tell all’ book about Sarkozy’s love life was also pulped after he complained to the publishers, even though his wife had given interviews to the author, Valerie Domain. Domain, however, was not to be silenced. She changed the locations and characters’ names, added a few bodice-ripping flourishes and re-issued her book as a novel, Between Heart and Reason. It was a classic Roman A Clef - everyone in France could recognise the thinly veiled main characters. It seems likely that Sarkozy was no fan. 

			But perhaps, this time he did not object to his story being made public: he certainly did not use Presidential powers to gag Carla Bruni, who we interviewed at great length. In the course of writing this book, we talked to all the main players in this story, uncovering an extraordinary and often comic tale of love, jealousy and politics. And it is a tale that does not stand in isolation. 

			Less than a year after Carla and Nicolas were married, another glamorous couple, Barack and Michelle Obama, took power in Washington – having narrowly defeated the Presidential ambitions of yet another one-time First Lady, then-Senator, now United States Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton. If once great women stood behind great leaders, they now, across the world, take centre stage, starring in at least as many headlines as their husbands. And, in the cases of Hillary Clinton, Carla Bruni and Michelle Obama, they seem to have mastered the trick that eludes their husbands in office – of staying rather popular. 

			

			

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			

			Friday November 23rd, 2007 

			11 a.m, the Elysées Palace, official residence of the French President. 

			Nicolas Sarkozy meets Javier Solana, who was previously Spain’s Foreign Minister and is the serving European Union Commissioner for Foreign Affairs. Solana is travelling to China ahead of the French President; the two men want to co-ordinate their positions on a number of issues so that Europe presents a united front in dealing with Beijing.

			When Sarkozy and Solana issue a communiqué, the diplomatic language is very restrained, with little by way of stick and lots of carrots on offer. “We want to deal frankly with the Chinese on a range of difficult areas including human rights”, the communiqué says. But the document’s overall tone suggests that human rights will not be allowed to obstruct trade. 

			And Sarkozy has more on his mind than affairs of state, this morning. 

			After Solana leaves, Sarkozy has a meeting with Denis Olivennes, chief executive of FNAC, a leading French bookshop chain. Olivennes has just chaired a committee on combating intellectual piracy and protecting French copyright interests in an increasingly challenging multi-media environment. The French have a real problem, here. Only 129 million people speak their language worldwide, against 560 million English-speakers and over a billion people whose first language is Mandarin. Very few French writers are well-known globally nowadays. Perhaps Simone de Beauvoir, and Sartre, of the recently deceased, while, amongst the living, only Michel Houellebecq has a significant profile in the English-speaking world. Classical French playwrights like Racine or Marivaux are rarely performed in English, while Shakespeare and Shaw – indeed, even some 20th Century American playwrights - are constantly staged in French. Proud as the French are of their independent film industry, it has a smaller global market share than India’s, and its audience is aging, as French youth turn to Hollywood blockbusters. 

			Olivennes introduces his report to a galaxy of French cultural stars, luminaries that few people in England or America will have heard of. He is not just Sarkozy’s political ally. If this ceremony had taken place a few years before, Carla Bruni would probably have accompanied Denis. They had an affair after he split from his wife. One of his friends told us:

			“Denis found her too intense and was worried that she’d clip his wings. Though they did think of living together.”

			Today, instead of being at Denis’ side, Carla Bruni is at home, her smart apartment in Paris’ elegant 16th arrondissement. She still has a soft spot for Denis Olivennes;

			“He’s a real man of the left. I know that some readers of Le Nouvel Observateur, (a leading French weekly journal) are upset that he has written this report for the President. I’ve seen the violent reactions in the e-mails readers send in. They’re quite amazing,” she says. 

			Intellectual piracy is an issue of real concern to Carla, as she has been a victim of it herself. She is a successful singer-songwriter, and her music, like that of most recording artists in the digital age, has been freely traded through online file-sharing networks: without her receiving a penny in royalties. 

			“Sure it’s good when music travels, it’s good for the life of a work to get it out there. But what’s not so good is when that gets out of control, when people seem to think they can use material without paying. It does nothing for the glory of France when we let ourselves be exploited. You have to draw the line when it gets out of hand. And then punish those who do it.” 

			In the Elysées Palace, the speeches rumble on. Nicolas Sarkozy goes through the motions and shakes the appropriate hands but he is wrestling with a more personal issue. Soon he will have to reveal he is ‘seeing’ Carla Bruni. When it comes to who the President is sleeping with, the personal is always the political. He discusses the problem of how to ‘launch’ his new relationship with Jacques Seguela, an old friend and media expert. Sequela counsels patience, which is irritating, but the President knows his friend is right. 

			It isn’t problematic, in terms of French cultural norms, that Sarkozy is ‘seeing’ someone who is not his wife. Indeed, even married French politicians are more or less expected to do so. Some experts claim that the French view extra-marital affairs as a “presidential right”. A recent book about sex and French politics, Sexus Politicus, argues that a politician who is known to have committed adultery does better at the polls, because his straying from the marital bed proves an excess of virility. The French want to be seduced, and they like a leader who’s had practise. 

			“Far from being a flaw, to cast yourself in the role of seducer is without doubt an important quality in our political life,” says one of the authors of Sexus Politicus, Christophe Deloire. 

			A recent poll found that 83% of French voters would still vote for a candidate if he cheated on his wife. Anglo-Saxon voters may not be so tolerant – but then, their politicians seem to have fewer affairs. Only two of the last nine Presidents of the United States are known to have ‘strayed’ while in or near the Oval Office. Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush the First and Bush the Second were faithful to their wives. John F Kennedy and Bill Clinton were of course a different matter...and there are a variety of rumours concerning Lyndon Johnson. It’s early days yet, but President Obama comes across as very much the faithful type. 

			Since 1945, British Prime Ministers have been even less sexually adventurous than the American political elite. The only recent British Prime Minister known to have committed adultery is John Major, who had an affair with his fellow M.P, Edwina Currie. She wrote a waspish memoir in which she complained that Major dumped her as soon as he received a high-profile job as Chancellor of the Exchequer. But Major was kicked out of office long before the story broke, and had nothing left to lose, in terms of voter’s esteem, when it finally hit the headlines. 

			But while his people would not judge him harshly for having the desires of any healthy Frenchman, Sarkozy is in an unusual position, and his circumstances are likely to raise eyebrows, even amongst the bohemians of the left bank. There are two problems. First, Carla Bruni, though born in Italy, is no-one’s idea of a nun. A modern, attractive and passionate woman, she has had a fair few lovers – indeed, in one song, she even gives a number: 40, though as readers will see, this figure may rather be tongue-in-cheek. Secondly, Sarkozy’s wife, Cecelia, recently left him for another man. This backdrop makes the story of his new relationship all the more poignant and intriguing: and there is little chance that the press will make a priority of Presidential privacy. A media circus is coming to town, as soon as word gets out. 

			After he accepts Olivennes’ anti-piracy report, Sarkozy has nothing in his diary for the next few hours. Then, he will face another encounter with another ex of Carla’s. At 6 p.m the French President will present a medal to Arno Klarsfeld, the son of Beate Klarsfeld, a formidable woman who managed to track down many former Nazis. Arno is also a former lover of the President’s new girlfriend. 

			Sarkozy ladles on the flattery with a trowel. He tells Arno. “Like your mother you are an activist who does not just waffle. I am very proud to have you as a friend.” 

			He does not add; 

			“And, of course, you were my predecessor in Carla’s heart.” 

			In the space of seven hours, Sarkozy has found himself in formal situations with two men who are former lovers of his girlfriend. 

			Yet ten days earlier, Nicolas Sarkozy and Carla Bruni hadn’t even met. 

			Carla Bruni is clear about how she came to be a guest at the dinner where there were three couples and the President.

			“I remember November 13th not only for emotional reasons. Jacques Seguela had invited me to dinner. He hadn’t told me who else would be there. I said I’d go.” 

			The dinner was not Seguela’s idea. On November 13th, the French President had been divorced for four weeks. By then his ex-wife Cecelia had announced she would marry her lover, Richard Attias. The President was available and, some would say, emotionally needy. It was also not as if his wife had left him for a Nobel Prize winner or a great artist; she had dumped him, twice now, for a man with a job in event management. 

			Few would have expected Sarkozy to fall in love with Carla Bruni, a left- leaning millionaire who wrote the lyrics: 

			

			I am a child

			For all my 40 lovers

			

			The list of these lovers is star-studded. Carla said in 2007;

			“I think there are two narratives when it comes to seduction. On the one hand, there is the charm of what someone says, as a window into the man’s mind, his intelligence, his culture. And there is a sub-text, to do with pheromones.”

			 When Nicolas Sarkozy met Carla Bruni, it seems there was plenty of that ‘sub-textual’ chemistry – but the President knew that it would not be a simple matter to act upon it and launch a new relationship. He seems to have handled, with astonishing good grace, both his own previous romantic failures and the fact that his new lover could list thirty-nine romances before coming to her latest.

			

			

			Chapter Two

			

			On 25 November, Nicolas Sarkozy flies off to China. As he settles in the Presidential plane, he reviews a list of Burmese dissidents, given to him by a group of French intellectuals. They are seriously worried about Aung San Suu Kyi, the Nobel Peace Prize winner, who the military junta has kept under house arrest for over a decade. But Sarkozy has something far more personal in his hand luggage - a disc of songs that Carla recorded for him. He can listen to good music, including some of her material, while he is away. 

			Sarkozy returns from China on Nov 28th. 

			A few days later Denis Olivennes gets a call.

			“Stay on the line for the President of the Republic,” says the operator.

			Denis can hear plates clattering and the sound of running water as the President makes his way to the phone. Well...Mrs Thatcher apparently did some washing up while invading The Falklands and giving orders to her Secretary of Defence. 

			“Hello Denis, I am fine. I kiss you”. Sarkozy uses the familiar tu, not the more formal vous, in addressing his friend. Then, abruptly, the President hangs up.

			Denis is taken aback. First, the call was almost surreal in its brief length and sudden ending. Secondly, Sarkozy is not given to kissing Denis, verbally or otherwise, nor, indeed, to addressing him with the familiar ‘Tu’: a mode of address not associated with the Presidency. Once, legend has it, a socialist activist addressed then-President Mitterand, a comrade and fellow traveller, joyfully saying, ‘at last, a President we can ‘tutoyer’ (address as ‘tu’). 

			‘Si vous voulez’, (if you want), replied the President, and turned his back.

			Denis tries to understand what it all means. He describes the call to friends in an attempt to make sense of Sarkozy’s behaviour. Like him, they are baffled.

			But then, on November 28th, almost no one in France knew that Sarkozy had fallen in love. Some of those interviewed in this book said that the best way to look at the events of November 2007 to March 2008 is as a ‘beautiful novel.’ But what kind of novel, exactly?

			 In many ways, the new President is an outsider to French society. His father was Hungarian and left during the 1956 Revolution, which ended with the Russian invasion of Hungary. Nicolas’ mother is French; his father was something of a philanderer and left when Nicolas was only three years old. Sarkozy grew up in Paris, studied law and political science and began to practice as a lawyer at the age of twenty-six. His parents were Gaullists (supporters of the political parties loyal to the late founder of the Fifth Republic, General and then President Charles De Gaulle, very roughly the French equivalent of British Conservatives); Sarkozy became one in their wake. In 1977, he was elected as a municipal councillor in the wealthy Paris suburb of Neuilly-sur-Seine. 

			In August 1984 Sarkozy married a devout Catholic, Marie Dominique Culioli. His political career had taken off by that point, and Sarkozy had become Mayor of Neuilly-sur-Seine. In France, serving as a Mayor has often been a stepping-stone to national politics, including the Presidency. Both Francois Mitterrand and Jacques Chirac learnt the tricks and pitfalls of executive office by serving as Mayors (of Bordeaux and Paris, respectively), for many years. One of Sarkozy’s Mayoral duties was to officiate at civil marriages. In1984, he presided at the wedding of twenty-four-year-old Cecilia Ciganer-Albeniz to Jacques Martin, a successful French TV presenter, who was twenty-six years her senior. Nicolas, it seems, fell in love with her at first sight. 

			Cecelia cared for her husband, but the marriage soon ran into difficulties. Martin was much older than his wife, and he had what seemed to be traditional, even archaic, expectations of her. He wanted a wife who would look after the children, cook and cosset him when he came home. Cecilia could not be satisfied with such a life. She had worked for Schiaparelli as a model and was a talented pianist. She soon became frustrated with life as a suburban housewife. It did not help that Martin, exhausted by the pressures of the TV trade, often fell asleep in the evenings, shortly after coming home.

			Sarkozy was smitten and he did not scruple at pursuing a married woman. He started to phone Cecelia and send her flowers, and she did not object to his attentions. The fact that she and Sarkozy both had young children gave them excellent cover. With a little subtle engineering by Cecilia and Nicolas, the two couples became great friends; they often ate, and even holidayed, together. But Cecelia and Sarkozy would manage to sneak away and snatch time alone. 

			But they had not reckoned on Sarkozy’s wife. She became suspicious and while the two couples were on a skiing holiday, wrapped up warm and followed her husband’s footprints in the snow. They led to Cecilia’s chalet. Mrs Sarkozy was devastated, but she was a devout Catholic, and believed that marriage was for life. She and Sarkozy separated, but did not divorce for another seven years. Cecelia’s husband had no such religious attachment to his unfaithful wife. He filed for divorce soon after learning of the affair.

			Sarkozy and Cecilia married in 1997, and, at first, seemed very happy. She became a public relations consultant and used her skills to help his political career. In 2002, he was appointed Minister of the Interior, the French equivalent of Home Secretary. He also remained Mayor of Neuilly-sur-Seine. In France holding two such jobs is quite normal. 

			Within a few years, though, Nicolas and Cecelia’s marriage was in trouble. She was tired of the pressures of political life. The last straw came when she learned that her husband, who had fallen in love with her at first sight, had since been unfaithful. There were a number of infidelities detailed in a French book called Sarkozy and his Women. One such woman was a journalist, Anne Fulda, on France’s leading daily, Le Figaro.

			In May 2005 Cecilia decided to leave Sarkozy. She said she had begun to feel “like a piece of furniture” and needed to break free. It didn’t take her long to find a new man, the wealthy events organiser, Richard Attias. He had many virtues her husband lacked, she said. Attias listened to her – which she claimed Sarkozy never did – and was charming. 

			Being left by your wife is hardly ever a political plus. If Sarkozy could not control his wife, how could he hope to govern the country? A columnist for the left-wing Paris newspaper Libération insisted that the split would harm Sarkozy’s political position:

			 “A wife leaving the marriage has far more serious consequences, both physical and psychological, than some extra-marital affair.”

			Sarkozy published his own autobiography, almost as a counter-attack. He described how the faithless Cecelia had broken his heart; the public warmed to him as a helpless romantic. Some critics felt he bordered on self-pity, however, with words such as;

			‘I have never known such an ordeal. I never imagined I would be so profoundly distressed,’ he wrote. The fact that his wife went off with another man left him: ‘...profoundly shaken. Even today I find it hard to talk about it. More than twenty years after we met, even to pronounce Cecilia’s name still moves me.’

			Cecelia went to New York to join the new man in her life. But Sarkozy did not give up. He bombarded her with messages of love; he said he was sorry, promised that he would change. He lobbied her friends and, it is alleged, even tried to put pressure on the boss of Richard Attias’s company.

			Sarkozy’s energetic rescue of the marriage seemed to work and Cecelia came back to him in good time for the 2006-2007 Presidential election. Most of the media assumed that being First Lady was simply too great a temptation for her to resist. But though she came back, Cecelia did not dwindle, by degrees, into a wife. She did not transform herself into a totally dutiful political spouse, disappearing for two weeks during the campaign. 

			Despite these romantic dramas, Sarkozy was elected President by a comfortable, if not landslide, margin, following a lively series of debate with socialist candidate Ségolène Royal. He and Cecelia entered the Elyséeas France’s top couple, but some observers still had doubts. Christine Clerc, author of a book on French presidential couples, claimed Cecelia was too selfish to make a good First Lady. She was too keen on living her own life because she was “an independent spirit”. Unlike other First Ladies, she might not be willing to sacrifice everything for the job – his job. Cassandra Clerc predicted that Sarkozy might become the first French President to divorce in office.

			Cassandra, like her Ancient Greek namesake, was spot on with this dark prediction. In September 2007, Cecelia announced that she was leaving Sarkozy for a second time and that she intended to marry Richard Attias. At much the same time, Ségolène Royal and her long-term partner Francois Holland, the leader of the Socialist Party, separated. Merely running for the office of President of the Republic ruins your relationship, it seems. In the case of Francois Holland, there may have been political, rather than romantic, pride, behind the split: he had expected to become the Socialist Party’s Presidential candidate, until a groundswell of enthusiasm propelled Ségolène (popularly known as ‘Sego’) to the nomination. Holland was pushed aside for the woman he’d long shared a bed with. 

			Vive La Difference! Vive La France! 

			On October 16th 2007, Cecelia and Sarkozy divorced. Much research has shown that untying the marital knot is one of the most difficult life events a person can experience; it is nearly as traumatic as the death of a loved one. Therapists argue that most divorced men and women should expect to go into a period of mourning for the lost relationship. The French call orgasm ‘the little death’; divorce is less enjoyable and more like the real thing. Sarkozy had been with Cecelia for most of the last twenty years, and is clearly a passionate man. He fought hard to save his marriage, and its end must have wounded him deeply. No doubt the irony did not escape him: he could seduce a majority of the French electorate, but he could not hold on to his wife.

			It could have been worse. At least Cecelia did not move in with Ségolène Royal. 

			But the President has no time to sit and suffer: he has duties to attend to. Early in November 2007, Sarkozy flies to Washington to meet President George Bush. He tells Rachida Dati, his glamorous Minister of Justice, that he feels lonely. He misses his wife and finds it hard to imagine a future without Cecelia. 

			

			When Sarkozy returns to Paris, he has to perform an act of homage. November 9th is the 30th anniversary of the death of Charles De Gaulle, the man who saved France in the 1939-45 war and went on to establish the Fifth Republic. Sarkozy goes to the small village of Colombey les Des Eglises where De Gaulle was born and died. The last time Sarkozy visited Colombey, he was running for the Presidency – and Cecelia was with him. He and his advisers believed then that it would reassure traditional Gaullists to show him paying homage to the General’s memory. Sarkozy sold himself as a reformer, but he makes the Gaullist heartlands nervous. They suspect him of glibness, superficiality - and of being altogether too fond of Americans. 

			After the Gaullist pilgrimage, Sarkozy returns to the Elysées, and sits there, very much alone. John F Kennedy once told a glittering array of Nobel Prize winners he and Jackie invited to the White House that there had never been so much genius assembled on the premises – except, perhaps, when Thomas Jefferson dined by himself. But Jefferson had his slave mistress to comfort him after dinner. The current President of France doesn’t have such consolations and is growing sick of solitude. It is beginning to depress him. 

			He wants to do something to forget Cecelia. But his options are limited. The President of the Republic can’t go cruising bars or surfing online dating agencies. Kennedy is said to have used his staff to get him women; turning aides and Secret Service agents into his procurers. In those far-off days, Presidents were untouchable, and those journalists who knew of it did not publicise JFK’s philandering. Even the discreet Parisian press would be unable to ignore such crass behaviour today. Also, it is not Sarkozy’s style. For help, Sarkozy turns to Jacques Seguela, one of France’s leading advertising men, who made his name selling French citizens, variously, washing powders and the late socialist President, Francois Mitterand, a complex and randy old fox. Seguela worked on Mitterand’s Presidential campaign in 1981. He was also involved in Lionel Jospin’s failed bid for the Presidency. Jospin was Socialist Prime Minister of France while Gaullist Jacques Chirac was President, an uncomfortable period of political ‘cohabitation’ that began and ended in tears. Unusually for a leading French politician, Jospin does not seem to have had a string of mistresses. It would be frivolous to suggest that was why the French did not elect him President, but one can’t help but wonder. 

			

			Seguela is a man of the left. On December 1 2006, he predicted that Ségolène Royal would become President. On the site jelavaisdit.com – which translates as ‘Itoldyouso.com’ – he filed the following hostage to fortune: 

			

			‘Sociologically Ségolène will win because she embodies what the people are waiting for.’ 

			

			Seguela has always supported the Socialists in national politics – but after he and Sarkozy became friends in the 1980s, he voted for him in the municipal elections in Neuilly-sur-Seine. It was a major shift for a socialist like him to vote for Sarkozy, he tells the TV station Paris Premiere, and he’s continued to do so, but not without pause. But, Seguela concludes with a rhetorical flourish; “I am not voting for Sarkozy. I am voting for France.”

			A few days after his divorce is finalised, Sarkozy rings Seguela. He wants a favour. “Please arrange a dinner at your place with some of our mates,” he says. (The French term is ‘la bande’: ‘the gang’). 

			“I just really don’t want to spend another evening alone in the Elysées,” the President explains. 

			It’s true what they say – no-one is immune from loneliness. 

			After checking their diaries, the two men agree on November 13th. Seguela tells us that he wants to invite his friends from the left, movers and shakers from the other side of the political spectrum. Sarkozy seems eager to break bread with his political adversaries. Seguela rings Luc Ferry, a former Minister of Education and his wife. They will be delighted to come. Ferry and Sarkozy know each other well. Another potential guest, Julien Clery (who recorded the first songs that Carla wrote) can’t make it because he has a singing engagement.

			 By the morning of the 13th, Sequela is still struggling to get the guests he wants; then, he calls Carla Bruni. She told us she remembers the call well;

			“On the morning of 13 November Jacques Seguela rings me to confirm that he is holding a dinner party that evening. I ask who else is coming. He rattles through the guests and says that Nicolas Sarkozy will be there too.” 

			“Did you hesitate to accept the invitation?” we asked.

			“I didn’t hesitate and I wasn’t surprised to be asked. I was very curious but when I got there I realised it was a blind date. There were eight people in all. Three of them were couples and there were us two, both single people.”

			Since Sarkozy’s divorce he has been linked to a number of women. His Cabinet includes several glamorous female political stars, of both right and left, but nothing much seems to have happened. The gossip is just loose talk, with nothing behind it. 

			Carla has a fascinating romantic and sexual history, but at the moment, she is between men. Nearly all her lovers have been distinguished. Coming from a wealthy and exquisitely cultured family, Carla doesn’t care for losers or the everyman type. Her grandfather, Virginio Bruni Tedeschi, founded the tyre manufacturer CEAT, which was sold to Pirelli in the 1970s. Carla was born in Turin, but her parents moved to France in 1973 when the terrorist Red Brigades were kidnapping the children of wealthy families. So Carla grew up French. 

			Carla’s parents were both musical. Her mother was a successful pianist and her father was a classical composer, in addition to being a prominent businessman.

			Carla opted out of going to university when she was spotted by a modelling agency at the age of nineteen. She became the poster girl for Guess? Jeans and went on to model for world-famous fashion houses. She was hired by Christian Dior, Paco Rabbane, Christian Lacroix, Karl Lagerfeld, John Galliano, Yves Saint-Laurent, Chanel and Versace. By the 1990s, she was one of the world’s top models, earning an estimated $7.5 million a year, and leading a social life to match, at the very highest levels of the celebrity stratosphere. Few women get to date Eric Clapton, Mick Jagger, Donald Trump and the man who was the youngest ever French Prime Minister, Laurent Fabius: a mere 37 years of age when Mitterand appointed him Premier.

			In 1997, Carla quit fashion and devoted herself to music. Her debut album Quelqu’un M’a dit (‘someone told me’), was produced by another ex-lover, Louis Bertignac. No one expected the record to be a hit because it was released by a small independent label, Naïve Records, but the album sold over a million copies in France. In 2003, at the age of 34, Carla won an award for best French female vocalist.

			Her label might have been Naïve but the lady was not. Carla sounded knowing when she talked to The International Herald Tribune just after winning the award. She said they deliberately chose tracks “on which the voice was slightly wrong because those were the touching ones. Everyone has a weak point; you have to have the guts to show it. You’ll never be attacked on a weak point; you’ll be attacked for pretension, for pride, for not working enough.” 

			She added that sounding husky made her seem intelligent and, to prove it, she went to the piano and gave Mary Blume, the interviewer, a quick tune. Carla hit the high keys and said if a girl sounded like that she had better “be Simone de Beauvoir or Madame Curie.”

			Blume added that on stage Carla is “an expert flirt.” Carla is not going to argue with that. She was almost born flirting, she says, and flirting is a way of keeping control. 

			“I was very much a flirt when I was a young girl and I really liked it. I was a seductress but not only with men; I tried to seduce the piano, the lamp, you know. It’s very much a general attitude in life.” 

			One of Carla’s seductions was remarkable, even by the standards of Parisian high society. She was living with Jean Louis Enthoven when she fell in love with his married son, Raphael. The latter promptly left his wife, Justine Levy, to be with Carla. His father, unsurprisingly, was furious. Justine had her revenge in the novel Rien de grave (Nothing Serious), published in 2004. It includes a vitriolic portrait of the woman who steals the protagonist’s husband; Paula is “a praying mantis” with “a Terminator smile”. 

			Carla then insisted that Raphael no longer talk to his own family. She is also certain that Justine did not write the novel herself. She believes that Nothing Serious was the work of Justine’s father, the writer, philosopher and occasional filmmaker Bernard Henry Levy, one of France’s leading ‘public intellectuals’ and a genius at self-promotion, if perhaps nothing else. Carla also suspects the involvement of Jean Paul Enthoven, her ex, who happens to be the father of her new man, Raphael. To do justice to this mix of Oedipal drama and chic society farce would require the combined talents of Sophocles, Noel Coward, and the early Woody Allen. 

			Raphael seems to go along with Carla’s demands and stops communicating with his family. Carla and Raphael set up home together and have a child, Aurelien. She gives birth at the American Hospital in Neuilly. Someone who was there at the time remembers. “She was not at all reclusive. She breast fed her child without any embarrassment, whether she was alone or not. Raphael walked the baby in the corridors of the hospital. He looked a little drawn but very cool. He walked around in bare feet and a white shirt.” 

			No one has ever suggested Carla is anything but a devoted mother.

			Raphael Enthoven dedicates his book A Child’s Game, Philosophy to Carla.

			But a few months after the book’s publication in February, Raphael walks out on Carla; he has fallen in love with a fellow philosopher (not generally a profession known to compete romantically with supermodels: but this is France of which we speak, and one suspects the philosopher concerned may have been a little more glamorous than, for example, Baroness Warnock or Mary Midgely). Carla is hurt and angry; she bitches that Raphael will now spend all his time with useless, worthless people. Many philosophy graduates would probably agree with her. 

			On November 14, Sarkozy comes to Seguela’s house in his official car, which waits for him outside. The other guests arrive just before 9 p.m.

			We have talked to nearly all those who were present at the dinner. 

			“It started just as a fun dinner,” one guest tells us. No one expected to spend the evening discussing financial policy or the French relationship with NATO. 

			“The atmosphere is exactly what Nicolas needs,” one guest told us. 

			And Carla fits in perfectly. She can be intellectual but she is not too serious, always enjoying light-hearted banter. She does not dress up for the occasion but comes to the dinner wearing a simple beige sweater: though we can safely assume it’s a designer item. 

			“But very quickly we saw that Nicolas only had eyes for the woman sitting on his right. He even turned his back on Seguela’s wife. Often Carla’s hair brushed the President’s shoulder. He spoke only to her,” Luc Ferry tells us.

			Luc Ferry and Carla snap photos on their mobile phones.

			“It was very clear that Nicolas was completely smitten by her. He only bothered with her, really” another of the guests told us.

			Seguela tells us; “I saw the connection the moment the two met. It was electric, like a bolt of lightning.” The French cliché is ‘coup de foudre’, which translates as ‘lightning’ or ‘thunder bolt’, but is understood to mean ‘love at first sight’.

			“Did you expect them to take to each other?” we asked.

			“It was so obvious. Love at first sight is a marvel. It’s totally sincere, totally deep, totally unexpected and, in its way, totally brutal. The way it happened was also very typical of the two of them, though they come from such different places – the model and the politician. There are many things that link them, though there are also many areas where they clash. The similarities are obvious – they both want to live life to the full, they’re both quick to grasp arguments and burst into action. And yet each of them has a deep level of tenderness. I don’t think either of them has a lust for power, but they share a strong craving for experience, and just doing things. And, of course, Carla is young, beautiful and sensual.”

			Carla Bruni adds;

			“It was immediate. I just did not expect him to be so funny and so alive. His looks, his charm and his intelligence seduced me. He has five or six brains and they are all remarkably well-lubricated. I notice it every day now. You talk about something, he’s in the middle of reading a report and you think ‘poor dear he’s exhausted and it’s late’. I’ve avoided idiots all my life - they are not my type – but he’s very, very quick and he has an astonishing, a prodigious, memory. The man forgets nothing.”

			By the time the soup is served, the singer and the President are in a cocoon of their own. The other guests might as well be on another planet. “Carla and Nicola behave as if no one else were there. Nobody else exists for them,” Seguela tells us. 

			By about two in the morning Carla has eaten well, sampled an exquisite selection of wines and smoked a fair few cigarettes. As everyone gets ready to leave, she asks President Sarkozy if he happens to have a car. 

			“We all smiled,” Seguela tells us.

			As head of state and government, the President does not need taxis. He has the Presidential limousine and armed motorcycle outriders. If he wanted, he could order a military helicopter to take Carla home. 

			Just before 2.30 a.m. Nicolas and Carla board the Presidential limo.

			What happens in the car on the way to Carla Bruni’s home in Paris’ swish 16th District, the equivalent of London’s Mayfair or New York City’s Central Park West?

			“Carla and Nicolas left together but don’t assume too much”, says an unexpectedly prudish Jacques Seguela. 

			“He took her home and I know that nothing happened because it was after 2, and five minutes later Carla rang me and said ‘Your friend is really a little odd. I gave him my phone number and he has not called me back. He had only left her for five minutes.” But Seguela was not actually in the vehicle.

			Our interviews with Carla Bruni allow us to be more specific. Sarkozy doesn’t waste much time. His Excellency is not known for his shyness, and a man with the nerve to offer himself for election to the Presidency does not ‘bottle out’ of suggesting a date. As they sit in the Presidential car, Carla and Nicolas promise to see each other the next evening. They will dine together at her house. 

			The next evening? 

			Of course, it is no great shock that the next date is fixed so quickly, for love is love, and lust is lust, but one does not expect the President of La Republique, the man who has taken on the sacred trusts of French liberté, égalité, and fraternité, to be free, two week nights in a row. Surely the man’s diary should be fully booked for the five years of his Presidential term? Perhaps it’s for the best, however. Love brooks no delay, but Sarkozy could hardly ring King Juan Carlos of Spain and say ‘sorry, but I can’t make tomorrow night’s state dinner: I’ve got a date. Dude, you won’t believe how hot this chick is! And she’s in a band!’ 

			But Sarkozy, unbelievably, has no plans for that night (known to the French as ‘the American’, does Sarko perhaps work, as was said of George W. Bush as President, only from nine to five?), or at least, no plans that require a public cancellation. The press has no clue that something’s up. 

			Neither Carla nor Sarko are known for their patience, but we are reliably informed that they do not make love that first night. Both are a little nervous. After all, their respective love lives have not been successful of late. The passengers in the Presidential car are two of the best-known people in France, leaders in their fields, and in Sarkozy’s case, First Citizen: yet both have been dumped in the last few months. 

			When Carla realises Sarkozy’s interest in her is serious, she is fascinated, but also unnerved. Her intellectual identification with the left is absolute. Sarkozy is, by British standards, a man of the centre, but Carla did not expect to find herself receiving the attentions of a Gaullist President. If, as the feminist slogan has it, ‘the personal is the political’, then Bruni-Sakozy could be a difficult ‘cohabitation’, as they called the coalition when Mitterand and Chirac shared power. 

			After he drops Carla off, Sarkozy returns to the Elysées Palace. 

			The next morning, Sarkozy chairs a council of Ministers. The main item on the agenda is a deal between France and Italy on modernising the tunnel under Mont Blanc, Europe’s highest mountain. The meeting is unusually short. By 11 am, Sarkozy is sitting in his splendid office. Oddly enough, he has no engagements till 17.15. Around noon Sarkozy rings one of his friends, another of the previous evening’s dinner guests, Luc Ferry, a former Minister of Education.

			“Excuse me for yesterday. I behaved badly. I paid attention to no one. Do you fancy a drink?”

			“Okay,’ Ferry says.

			“Then come and see me at the Elysées. Now, if you have the time…”

			Luc Ferry arrives around 1 pm. As they drink, the two men discuss last night’s dinner, Carla and…well, actually, they discuss nothing but Carla. Sarkozy asks the former Minister of Education:

			‘You know her well. What’s she like?’

			Luc Ferry does know Carla well: very well, in fact, for they too were once an item. Their romance fell, for Carla, in-between her dalliances with France’s youngest Prime Minister, Laurent Fabius, and Britain’s mouthiest, in all senses, tax exile, Sir Mick Jagger. Much like Denis Olivennes, Luc Ferry remains on good terms with Carla. He tells Sarkozy; 

			“Well you need to be careful: not because of what people say about her. It’s true that she is a free spirit like you are. But don’t think she doesn’t have real values. She is some girl and you have to see beyond the obvious.” 

			Carla’s views on sex are certainly not conventional. She is reported as saying that she has been monogamous from time to time, but prefers polygamy and polyandry. She is easily “bored with monogamy”, and says that: “Love lasts a long time, but burning desire - two to three weeks.” Significantly, power is important to her. She has been quoted as saying: “I want a man with nuclear power.” 

			She is about to get one. There are only a few men on earth who have the nuclear button at their fingertips – and the President of France is one of them. 

			Ferry knows that the President may not want to hear everything he has to say. Sarkozy’s divorce has left him vulnerable. The President wants and needs a woman. Both he and Luc Ferry know he may fall head over heels for Carla. The question is – might he be making a terrible mistake? Ferry doesn’t think so. After Ferry leaves, Sarkozy rings Carla and says that he will be there for dinner.

			But Carla’s still a little scared. She has had relationships with men in the public eye before. But the President of the Republic is a cut above, a dash different, a dash daunting. Although she was involved with Laurent Fabius, their relationship did not take place during his term as Prime Minister, but years later, when he had accepted the less high-profile role of Minister of Finance. (In Britain the only man in recent history who served as Prime Minister and then accepted a lesser job was Sir Alec Douglas Home. In France, it is more common for politicians to slip a few notches down the greasy pole, remaining in the trade at a slightly lower level than their peak.)

			Twenty-four hours after they first met, Nicholas Sarkozy arrives at Carla Bruni’s house. 

			They eat by candlelight. In the Hollywood movie, there will be a discreet fade to black, as later, under the great chandelier hanging in her bedroom; they get to know each other better. 

			The next day, the people who run across the President at the Elyséethink he looks especially happy. For the moment, no one has any idea why. 

			The rumours don’t take long to start percolating, however. In Britain, the tabloids would be sniffing round the Prime Minister’s chauffeur with their chequebooks out if there was any hope of such a scoop involving the P.M. And Monsieur Le President is not merely, like the Prime Minister of Britain, head of government: he is also the Queen, so to speak. The President is Head of State, the living embodiment of the French nation. 

			In the past, French journalists prided themselves on showing great discretion where Presidential dalliances were concerned. But just as the Americans have poisoned Paris with burger franchises and Hollywood blockbusters, so the French media have dumbed-down. As a result the public now has an appetite for sex, celebrity and intrigue. Within fourteen days, some journalists with keen noses have caught the scent of scandal in the air. 

			“A week after the dinner Nicolas Sarkozy invited me to lunch in the private apartments,” Carla tells us.

			And now we cut to the hairdresser. At the start of December Carla goes to visit her hairdresser. She asks him: 

			“Jerome, are you in love?”

			“Not now...men, you know. I have a lover who is a bit old...he’s fifty-two years old,” Jerome admits. 

			“I also have a lover who is fifty-two years old. He’s sweet, generous and pays me a great deal of attention,” Carla replies.

			But of course, she does not speak his name.

			The first sign that the news has leaked comes on December 1st. In much the way they once stalked the young Princess Diana, the paparazzi begin to sniff around. Carla Bruni can hardly be surprised. Every picture agency in France has archive shots of her – and some of them are better suited to the pages of Playboy than those of Le Monde.

			On Dec 1st she is walking with the President in the gardens of his summer house in Versailles, La Lanterne. Carla’s mother accompanies them. 

			One enterprising paparazzo must have heard the rumours, because he’s on the perimeter with a very long lens. But he’s too far away to get a clear image. When Diana and Dodi were followed by paparazzi in the weeks before their deaths, they were not protected by armed policemen. But the French police and military are on hand to safeguard the privacy of the President. The CRS – French Riot Police - bundle the paparazzo away. His pictures are blurred. When he shows them to editors, they say it’s unclear exactly who is with the President. 

			The incident makes it obvious to the lovers that they cannot expect to keep their secret. If they want to control the story, they have to take the initiative in telling it. But they’re not quite ready to make their move.

			The second warning comes five days later. On December 6th, Sarkozy chairs a meeting of the Council of Ministers. After that, he chairs a discussion about an economic report and then the presidential diary is empty, again. But this time that may be very deliberate. 

			Carla is at the Elysées. After the report has been presented, the two lovers have some time to themselves. Literally and far too coyly, the French say it is ‘a moment of intimacy.’ 

			Carla is not the only woman Sarkozy has to concentrate on today. He is expecting Angela Merkel, the Chancellor of Germany. Photographers will cover the event, of course. At 17.00 the President’s press officers ask them not to get too close when the Chancellor arrives. But there is a muddle, and the press officers forget to tell three photographers to leave the inner courtyard of the Elysées. The photographers, naturally enough, then hang around, hoping to catch something newsworthy.

			One of these three tells us what happens next. 

			“We had all the time in the world to watch as we saw Carla Bruni come out and down the steps of the Elyséevery merrily. She was smiling and obviously totally at ease as she crossed the courtyard to leave the building.”

			By the time the press officers spot the three photographers, they have taken pictures: which don’t prove much, of course. Just that Carla Bruni was at the Elysées. But together with the blurry photographs taken at La Lanterne, an amazing story is shaping up.

			La belle chanteuse, avec Le Président.

			Both are currently unattached, and somewhat on the rebound...

			Sacré Merde! 

			Hold the front page. 

			Find those nude shots of Carla in her twenties! La Peuple must see the President’s bed-mate in all her glory. Then the whole country must find a psychoanalyst.

			From the very beginning, Sarkozy decides he does not want a secret relationship. The President cannot afford to be ambushed holding hands with his new lover, especially given Carla’s own celebrity. He can’t trust the French media to be as discreet as they were with Presidents Mitterand and Chirac: they have to compete with the no-holds-barred ‘infotainment’ of 24-hour cable news now, the scandal-prattling philistines of CNN and Fox.

			Sarkozy and Carla decide to make the news public before someone else does. The question now is how to manage this.

			A chance meeting forces the pace. Carla goes to the theatre to see a play; the author, Christophe Barbier, is also editorial director of the Express media group. Barbier has known Carla since 2001. They bump into each other at the end of the evening. As Carla and Barbier talk, she says to him that she is having a relationship with the President. She knows, of course, that Barbier is a major media player in France. All speculation stops. Carla and the President are now, officially and publically, an item.

			But Barbier does not immediately go public with the news. It seems reasonable to suppose that Carla asks him to wait a little, until she and Sarkozy have decided how to announce their affair. 

			The next day, Sarkozy summons three of his closest associates to the Elysées. Bruce Hortefeux has worked with him for years; Theirry Saussez helped run the media operation for Sarkozy’s presidential campaign. The third person is Jacques Seguela. There is only one item on the agenda. How to let the French people know that their President is in love with Carla. They need a strategy.

			They know how tricky it will be to release the news, to stage an event that lets the people know the romantic truth without seeming too contrived. It can so easily go wrong. Some 27 years after he began his romance with Camilla Parker-Bowles, The Prince of Wales decided it was time to make their relationship public. Photographers were told Charles and Camilla would be at the Ritz Hotel together. There was great media interest and hordes of photographers shot the happy couple. But, afterwards, Camilla was still constantly criticised in the press. That ‘launch’ was not a success.

			Sarkozy and his advisers discuss places where the couple could let themselves be seen together for the first time. Very quickly, they decide on Disneyland Paris: despite the massive failure it represents to most Europeans, and above all, to the French, who mostly didn’t want it to be built in the first place. The main reason for this odd choice is that Carla is already scheduled to go there and address a conference on ‘communication’. The venue is what the French call ‘peuple’. It is not exclusive; no one can call it snobbish or elitist. It does not seem to occur to anyone that it will appear faintly ridiculous to launch a great romance between a powerful man and a famous woman with Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck and Asterix the Gaul in attendance – or that the President of France should at least appear to be something of an intellectual snob. Can anyone imagine General De Gaulle or Francois Mitterrand in the company of Minnie Mouse, the Little Mermaid and Peter Pan? Mitterrand went to Sarajevo at the height of the Bosnian war to show solidarity with the city’s suffering population: but he did not put one Presidential toe in American-inspired theme parks. 

			“They think it will be possible to control the media beast, they think that by giving them some blood they will be able to stay on top of the situation. But no, there was a boomerang effect,” one media guru tells us much later. 

			On C day – Carla Day – the photographers wait outside her house from dawn. One photographer who insists on staying anonymous tells us:

			“At 15.00 the President’s car parks in front of Carla’s house. He gets out of the car to fetch her himself. Half an hour later, he comes out of the house with her, her son and her mother. The couple get into the C6 and sit in the back. Carla’s mother travels in another car.” 

			There are seven photographers waiting in Disneyland. This must all have been cleared with the Disney Corporation.

			The President and his party mix with thousands of tourists and allow themselves to be photographed – not just by the paparazzi, but by other visitors to the Mickey Mouse temple.

			“We are very much in love,” Carla tells one of the paparazzi. 

			“It’s for real,” she goes on, “We’re not hiding the fact but we’re not making a song and dance about it.”

			“This is not a staged event,” one of Sarkozy’s aides later confides to anyone who will listen. 

			Pascal Rostain, who runs the Sphinx agency, is more sceptical. He is known for scoops that upset politicians. In August 2005, to the great embarrassment of Sarkozy, he managed to get hold of photographs of his wife Cecelia and her lover Richard Attias on a romantic date in New York. 

			After walking through Disneyland, Carla and Sarkozy spend the night in a hotel and return to Paris on Sunday. Then the couple, her mother and one of his sons all go for lunch.

			The Secretary General of the Socialist Party, Francois Holland, the father of four children with Ségolène Royal, has often complained of collusion between the President and the press. Now he snipes; “The press was not there by chance.” 

			The journalists must have been told they were going to get something special. Something special, yes: but also something silly. Even the staid New York Times reporter can’t resist being critical;

			“Nicolas Sarkozy and Carla Bruni wanted to make this known; otherwise I don’t know why they would have gone to Euro Disney to watch a parade with Mickey Mouse.”

			Colombe Pringle, editorial director of Point de Vue, a gossip magazine that plans a cover spread on the subject this week, tells France Inter radio on Monday. “The photographs did not happen by accident.” 

			LCI, the all-news television channel, devotes much of Monday morning to the story, largely ignoring the international donors’ conference for the Palestinians which Sarkozy is hosting. A number of viewers ring up and tell the channel they are delighted that their President may have found love again. One calls it a “good story for Christmas.” 

			Politicians, celebrities and the media play a complex game these days, and media analysts identify three different kinds of photograph. First is the real sneak or ‘stolen’ photograph. One of the most famous sneaks is the shot of the Duchess of York, sucking on the big toe of her lover by a swimming pool in the south of France; another such trophy is a shot of Prince Charles semi-naked at a house at Le Barroux in southern France. To make that picture even more deliciously salacious, the house belongs to the mother-in-law of Oliver Hoare, an art dealer on whom Diana had a serious crush.

			It’s not surprising we find such shots more entertaining than official photos, the second category of photograph. The shots of Charles and Diana by a river in Scotland when they got engaged are very dull by comparison. 

			As the study of media has become more and more academic, experts have identified a third kind of picture, which is neither official nor stolen. A celebrity leaks to the press that if photographers were to turn up at such and such a spot, unexpected-like, they might see something juicy. Princess Diana was exceptionally skilled at devising such photo opportunities, which media academics describe as ‘permitted’ or ‘tolerated’ photographs. 

			The French President could hardly hold a photo call to announce his new lover, so he and his advisers go for the third approach. The Disneyland pictures are not official but ‘tolerated’, as a way of making the relationship between Sarkozy and Carla official. 

			Le Figaro, France’s leading paper, which supports Sarkozy, puts Carla on the front page the next day. It would never have done so without the President’s approval.

			The day after Disneyland, pundits go into overdrive, which in France means giving an intellectual gloss to everything from love to fish soup. Sigmund Freud, Jean Paul Sartre and Michel Foucault are trotted out to explain the true meaning of this new affair. Not since the days of Dodi and Diana have psycho-pundits experienced such bliss. 

			A leading (but, at his request, anonymous), professor of media is scathing about the Celia strategy. He tells us; 

			“These three wise men (Sarkozy’s advisers) thought they were stronger than the system. The hubris was great. But Sarkozy had managed the media when his wife Cecilia came back to him – and that was during the presidential campaign.” 

			There are some lovely turns of phrase in the flood of psychobabble. Le Figaro commissions a sociologist, Jean Claude Kaufmann, to analyse what the Presidential romance means for France.

			“The least that one can say is that we must speak of popularisation, of projection, we criticise, we’re jealous. What this is about is invention and a sense of self.”

			Sigmund Freud could not have put it better.

			We are who we bed – indeed, we are who the President beds. The analytic view is that a crowned King is the symbolic phallus of his people. What is a President but a Republican King, chosen not by divine right, but by the general will of the Republic’s citizens? Sarkozy is inventing a new self for himself. Carla is part of his re-branding. He will force us to be free!

			Then there is Maigret. Not Simenon’s detective but a real man, Eric Maigret, professor of the sociology of media, who comments on the Disneyland debut. “It’s a way in which citizens can be kept informed and reassured. The public have always had a right to know who makes up the Presidential couple.”

			It would be astonishing if Sarkozy did not want to keep control of this story: he doesn’t like revelations about his private life and at times he has tried to censor them. He managed to get the editor of Paris Match sacked after he ran pictures of Cecelia and Attias. But the President also does not want to appear too sensitive. One of his advisers, Thierry Saussez, tells Le Figaro that the President wants to keep his personal and political lives separate. But today’s ravenous media beast must be fed, at least with occasional scraps, or it will turn on the Presidency. 

			As ever, where there are celebrity pictures, there is money. The Disneyland pictures are offered to Point de Vue, Paris Match and Closer. Point de Vue buys them for a mere 20,000 euros, which is something of a discount. The magazine usually sells 380,000 copies but the edition that carries the Disneyland pictures sells close to 450,000.

			The publicity upsets the socialist opposition, and also the young female politicians Sarkozy has promoted. You don’t need a PhD in Media to realise that Rosely Bacholet is damning with faint praise, in telling the TV chain Canal Plus that ‘Carla sings well.’

			What an endorsement!

			The second statement is better advised. “It’s very good if the President of the Republic is happy,” says Christine Boution.

			Ségolène Royal, who lost the Presidential election to Sarkozy, knows about the paparazzi as she was famously snapped in a bikini. But as a leader of the opposition, she isn’t entirely sympathetic. She snipes that Sarkozy has every right to change his lovers but he ought “to tell us when he is going to make time to attend to the problems of France.” 

			Of course, some smug Brits have suggested that Sarkozy’s electoral victory over ‘Sego’ shows the French are perhaps not so moderne, when it comes to women as leaders. A socialist MEP points out; “This is more and more like an episode in ‘Carry on at the Elysées.’”

			 In appearing with his new woman while they are not married, Sarkozy is being ultra-moderne in a Catholic country. But are the French people ready for their President to be quite so cutting edge? Sarko seems to have his doubts and decides to play it safe and coy. For a fortnight after Disneyland, presidential spokesmen act surprised when they are asked about the relationship. 

			 “He hasn’t spoken to a soul,” his spokesmen insist. They brief that even some of his friends don’t know about this new relationship. But the President’s significant other is about to turn into a significant embarrassment. 

			

			19th December - Rome on horseback.

			On December 19th, the Italian upmarket daily Il Sore 24 Ore reveals that the Vatican has received a request from Sarkozy. He is visiting Rome the next day and he wants Carla to be allowed to join the official French party. He knows that would be a little tricky in terms of protocol, though over the centuries many Popes have not merely blessed the mistresses of great men but had a few themselves. That, however, was in the distant past. In 2007 no one at the Vatican wants to discuss the President’s love life. 

			“It is France we are welcoming,” says Cardinal Poupard, a little tetchily. Poupard is French himself and serves as the Vatican’s Minister of Culture. We can reveal the Elyséedid indeed ask the Vatican if Carla could be part of the official party. The Vatican was not amused, however. The Pope has no intention of granting an audience to an unmarried couple. 

			When Carla is interviewed by the Italian TV station RAI, she insists that she will not be coming to Rome. “Nicolas in Rome, Carla at home”, headlines La Repubblica. 

			 Sarkozy, however, does not let the Vatican have everything its own holy way. He dare not take Carla but he does include Carla’s mother in his party. She does nothing to draw attention to herself but she is there, impeccably dressed in a black coat, the elephant in the church. The Pope does not grant audiences to the mistress or her mother. Sarkozy is playing a game of dare. He wants to show off his relationship with Carla but only up to a point; he does not want his love life to become the whole story. Sarkozy is to be installed as an Honorary Canon of St John the Lateran, a splendid church with huge sculptures of the apostles on its roof. The Honorary Canon enjoys many mediaeval privileges including the right to ride into the church on horseback. The first French king to be, as it were, canonised, was the 16th century Protestant, Henri IV. When he realised it would help him secure the throne if he became Catholic, Henri said that Paris was “well worth a Mass”. 

			Sarkozy gives a surprisingly passionate speech to the largely religious crowd in St John the Lateran. The roots of France are essentially Christian, he says, and the Republic has underestimated the spiritual aspirations of its citizens. France needs devout Catholics to declare who they are and what they believe. The nuns clap enthusiastically, although, technically, as devout Catholics do not believe in divorce, Sakorzy himself could give up any hope of re-election if a new piety were to sweep France. But this is not going to happen, and the Pope is likely to be pleased by his words, however dubious their sincerity. Sarkozy’s speech strikes much the same note as Pope Benedict’s own ongoing campaign against the plague of ‘relativism’, which he sees as afflicting the Godless modern world, most of all the European continent. 

			Of course, given his own Hitler Youth pedigree and vocal support for Holocaust-denying Bishops, the Pontiff may benefit from a little moral lassitude amongst his flock, but our concern here is, thankfully, with the glamorous President and First Lady, not the Pope who reinstituted the long-abandoned prayer for the conversion of the Jews, and has dared to exclude Carla from his guest list over such a tiny matter as a wedding ring. 

			Libération reports that one young woman in the crowd shouts out; “Mr President, have you started to learn Italian?” 

			Carla comes from an Italian family, after all. 

			“The Italian press is very interested in me these days”, Sarkozy smiles back, “I have always loved Italy with its sunny blue skies.”

			The Vatican has been playing political games for 1900 years. Sarkozy needs to be put in his place for daring to suggest he might bring his girlfriend. Pope Benedict, an avowed conservative, gives him only a brief audience. Where aspiring convert Tony Blair had over an hour, and Israel’s President, Shimon Peres (who is Jewish, after all), much the same, the Pope gives Sarkozy –the leader of a great Catholic country - a mere 25 minutes! Clearly, his Holiness is not best pleased by the Sarko-Bruni show. 

			Sarko shows his most intellectual face. He gives the Pontiff two first editions of works by George Bernanos, a fervent Catholic writer who attacked modern materialism. His rather mystical novels The Star of Satan (1926) and The Diary of a Country Priest (1936) are powerful accounts of an intense spiritual struggle and reflect Bernanos’ own obsessions. Sarkozy also presents the Pope with a copy of his own book, The Republic, Religions and Hope. 

			Sarkozy’s performance is heavily criticised in Paris. Bernard Henri Levy, the philosopher and journalist with a quite astonishing capacity to never shut up, is especially vicious. He dislikes the way the President behaved in Rome and disputes the claim that France needs Catholics to assert themselves more. Since the days of Napoleon, the Republic has prided itself on being secular, he writes. The 1789 French Revolution was an uprising against the Church as well as the monarchy. But Bernard Henry Levy is not quite neutral here. Remember: Raphael Enthoven left Henry Levy’s daughter, Justine, to live with Carla. Nevertheless, this great man, who has inherited the crown of Parisian public intellectual number one, once worn by Jean-Paul Sartre and Michel Foucault, thunders: 

			 “In the face of these outrageously provocative views, as is so often the case with this singular president we can choose between several explanations. One is that a speechwriter got a bit beyond himself. Then there is the cynical view that this was a cold, calculating decision. If you are in Rome, do as the Romans do - and having curried favour with the Catholics by telling them what they wanted to hear, do the same with the Jews and the Freemasons and the Muslims. Third, you could credit the President with knowing exactly what he said. Of these three alternatives I don’t know which is the most worrying.”

			Bernard Henry Levy and Sarkozy were once friends. 

			Then Sarkozy annoys the Pope, again. Traditionally, when heads of State visit the Vatican they do not visit Italy in an official capacity. One must distinguish between the sacred and profane. But Sarkozy has also scheduled a visit to the left-wing Italian Prime Minister, Romano Prodi. After his day at the Vatican, Sarkozy crosses the border to dine with Prodi. The Vatican is irritated by the violation of protocol. 

			Dominique de Villepin, one of Chirac’s Prime Ministers, who Sarkozy defeated to become the Gaullist Presidential candidate, complains that this is a diplomatic own goal. Sarkozy will commit others under the influence of love for Carla. France’s first, but still unmarried, couple are soon to upset the Egyptians, Indians, South Africans – and perhaps even Queen Elizabeth herself. 

			

			

			Chapter Three

			

			As it becomes clear that Carla is not a brief fling, commentary in France turns bitchy and cruel. In some ways, the coverage of Carla recalls some of the more resentful muttering about Princess Diana’s lovers. It was said, for example, how similar to Prince Charles James Hewitt was. A few of the President’s friends now reflect (anonymously, of course) that Carla is surprisingly like his ex-wife, Cecelia. 

			Comparing Carla to Cecelia does not please the President. The conscious reasons are obvious, but there are subconscious ones any psychoanalyst would point to. Cecelia dumped Sarkozy. Will this new relationship also end badly for him? 

			The comparisons do not please Carla or Cecelia either. Cecelia wants to make a new life for herself and desires no more contact with Sarko than is absolutely necessary to co-ordinate his visits with his son. She has had enough. 

			Other women in Sarkozy’s life are not best pleased by Carla’s sudden public prominence. It is said that some of the women in his cabinet see Carla as usurping both the President’s time, and the national headlines.

			After his visit to Rome Sarkozy is due to go to Egypt. And this time, unlike the trip to Rome, Carla will be travelling with him. 

			

			December 23rd

			Carla celebrates her 40th birthday. The couple manage to keep their celebrations relatively private - and quiet.

			

			December 25th to 29th 

			Even more so than in Rome, it is hard to tell whether this is a tourist trip or an official visit. The powers of the Pope and those of Egypt’s President, Hosni Mubarak, are very different. Benedict XVI has the authority to tell Sarkozy he is not welcome to bring his girlfriend to the Vatican and Sarkozy has no choice but to accept the Papal order. Hosni Mubarak, on the other hand, is not in such a powerful position, although the issues raised by Carla’s presence are potentially more dangerous in Egypt, which is home to many powerful Islamic fundamentalist and Islamist groups (including the Muslim Brotherhood, ancestors of Hamas, and Egyptian Islamic Jihad, part of the Al Qaeda axis.) One member of the Egyptian Parliament warns:

			

			‘Muslim law and tradition forbid people who are not married and not part of the same family to share a room.’

			

			The Egyptians, from Mubarak down, want Carla and Sarkozy to be extremely discrete, but their love is not just blind: it’s bloody-minded. The couple don’t really listen; after all, they are both modern people with modern ideas. They do tact like Donald Rumsfeld did diplomacy: not at all. Worse, they now have a global audience. Every paparazzo in the West comes to Luxor, on the Nile, to see how the couple will behave. This week, even the Beckhams and Paris Hilton’s underwear get a little privacy. 

			Luxor is 700 kilometres from Cairo and a world heritage site. Tourists go there to visit the tombs of many of the great Pharaohs. The city is being smartened up for the visitors. Workers are frantically trying to fix the holes in the pavements.

			Carla and Nicolas will spend four days here before Sarkozy makes his official visit on 30 and 31 December. Sixteen cars, including an armour-plated Mercedes with tinted glass windows, slip out of a side entrance at Luxor Airport. Security is tight for good reasons; Islamists murdered fifty-two tourists here in 1997. “Security will be draconian,” an Egyptian spokesman says. A French journalist who films the outside of a hotel is arrested.

			Carla and Nicolas are booked into the Old Winter Palace, a hotel built at the end of the 19th century. The architecture is very Victorian and the hotel has a magnificent garden. A suite costs 800 euros a night; Sarkozy would have preferred to go to the Old Cataract Hotel where Francois Mitterand spent his last New Year’s in 1995, a few days before his death. Maybe Sarkozy is hoping for advice from the late President’s spirit, who managed to stop the press discussing his affairs. 

			Sarkozy is also using the trip to introduce Carla to his mother, nicknamed ‘Dadu’. His party includes another unmarried couple, Sarko’s son Jean and his fiancée Jessica. Sarkozy wants Carla and his mother to get to know each other better - he wants to persuade maman that his new lover is, at long last, his ideal mate, till death do them part. 

			Shortly after 2 pm, Sarkozy walks up the stairs of the Old Winter Palace holding hands with Carla. He waves to tourists before going into the hotel. Outside, policemen keep paparazzi and tourists far away. Though this part of the visit is private, the Egyptian Minister of Culture is present to act as a tour guide for the Presidential party.

			The Minister is in the running to become president of UNESCO. It will do his cause no harm to have buttered up the French President.

			The day he reaches Luxor, the President rings a friend in Paris.

			“So how was the coverage on TV? Was it good?”

			The coverage is mainly positive, but the impact on French and Egyptian public opinion will not be. One reason for this echoes Ségolène Royal’s jibe that Sarkozy needs to make time for the problems of France. Heads of State are not supposed to be too focused on their private lives, and the President’s attention seems to be on Carla only. It could be argued that Sarkozy is not just madly in love but trying to learn from the mistakes he made with Cecelia. She said that he never listened, and never paid her enough attention. Well, he is paying attention to Carla now, so much so that La belle France is beginning to feel neglected. 

			The Egyptians point out that no one expected Carla to be involved in the state visit. Sarkozy is not impressed by what his hosts want. Carla accompanies him to many official meetings. She goes on a trip to the Pyramids, and is soon the centre of a three-ring media circus. When there are meetings on his own territory, the French embassy in Cairo, Sarkozy insists that Carla attend them. So the heads of major Arab businesses, leading editors and famous intellectuals are introduced to the first girlfriend.

			Some commentators wonder if this is a test for her. Is Sarkozy trying to work out if Carla could cope with being First Lady?

			On the last morning of the visit, December 31st, the couple go to one of the great cities of ancient Egypt – Thebes. The President wears a khaki shirt, Ray Bans on his nose and a Christmas present from Carla, a Patel Philippe 3940G in grey gold, on his wrist. He is happy to pose in photographs with tourists; the tourists love it and take many pictures. He even poses with Carla for a group of Egyptians who are working on an archaeological dig. The paparazzi are in pure media heaven when Carla kisses the President on the cheek - which she does a number of times. The very public kiss makes it clear that the trip to Egypt is not merely political, indeed not mainly political; it is a celebrity jaunt and the star couple are doing their best to feed the media beast. 

			Such informality is difficult for the press to accept. Editorials ask if this will be the style of Sarkozy’s Presidency. The Italian paper La Repubblica is worried to see the heir of De Gaulle in short sleeves with his shirt buttons undone, wearing sun glasses that would have looked at home on the nose of Jean-Paul Belmondo...or perhaps a Russian mobster. Sarkozy’s body language also causes comment. He often puts his feet on the table when he sees Ministers and uses the familiar ‘tu’ with nearly everybody.

			The Germans, sticklers for protocol, are outraged. They prefer the reserve of Angela Merkel to Sarkozy’s exuberance. The Germans have not forgiven the fact that Sarkozy tried to impose his foreign policy ideas on the European Union. Der Spiegel, the weekly magazine, thunders that if Angela Merkel had gone on holiday and allowed businesses to pick up some of the tab, she would have been ousted as Chancellor before you could say ‘sauerkraut’. The German press seems to think that Sarkozy has lost it. But some of them suspect that he is being devious, that he is ready to be less friendly with Germany because of his pro-British and, worst of all, pro-American, leanings. 

			The coverage in The Sun, Britain’s most popular tabloid and showroom for the breasts of young girls, supports that view. It is not a paper that usually covers foreign news in detail and it often stereotypes the French as sex-mad, garlic-eating frogs in berets, whose truck drivers are always setting fire to cattle. But Sarkozy is a man who bares all, shows some Page 3 spirit, and the Sun gives him a thumbs-up. The Sun says: 

			

			“Napoleon went to Egypt with 34000 soldiers to seek glory. Nicolas Sarkozy went to Egypt with Carla Bruni for the same reason.”

			

			Many of those who are with Sarkozy in Egypt want to see the woman who has ‘captured his heart’. They don’t have to press him too hard. 

			“Stay five minutes I’ll go and fetch her”, he says. 

			A few of those who are very close to Sarkozy get to spend a little time with Carla. One commentator notes wryly; “We always wanted France to regain its international lustre, but for the right reasons”. The chattering classes would obviously have preferred France to be in the headlines because some novelist had written a new masterpiece, or yet another philosopher proved to his own satisfaction that nothing is real, save perhaps the wine he drinks (Descartes), speed he pops (Sartre) or acid he drops (Foucault). 

			The French are sensitive because the two domestic ‘performances’ that have received the most publicity in the world press of late don’t exactly fit the image the nation wants to project. First, Zinadine Zidane head-butted an opponent at the end of the World Cup final in 2006; now the President and the ex-model are romancing by the Pyramids. People magazine then reveals Carla is going to dedicate a song to Sarkozy. Someone snipes it won’t be Aida. 

			By the time the President and Carla get back to Paris, 2007 has only twelve hours left to run. 

			Back home Carla rings a friend, the journalist Guillaume Durand. She tells him. “The pressure is huge, I’m scared of losing everyone who has helped me till now. I’ve got my contacts but I’m risking everything.”

			

			Dec 31st

			On New Year’s Eve the President wishes the French nation a Happy New Year in person. A number of ministers watch as he addresses the TV cameras in the salon of the Elysées. Then, they toast the New Year with him and Carla. After midnight, most of them leave but twelve guests stay for a late dinner. They eat in the library which has been reorganised as a dining room.

			 One of the twelve guests is Rachida Dati, undoubtedly the most glamorous Justice Minister in Europe. She and Carla have seen a lot of each other since the semi-official ‘we are a couple’ snaps at Disneyland. But it has been hard for them to bond, as Rachida happens to be a close friend of the ex-Mrs Sarkozy. Cecelia insisted Rachida join Sarkozy’s team during his campaign for the presidency; after his victory, she insisted that Rachida become part of the government.

			After the Sarkozys’ divorce on October 16th 2007, there was much speculation in the press about the President’s other women. Commentators did not fail to notice that Rachida had become close to the President. That caused rows between her and Christina Lagarde, the first woman ever to become finance minister of a G8 economy. It also caused rows between Dati and Rama Yade, the secretary of state for foreign affairs and human rights. Their off-the- record bitching filled the papers. Each of these powerful women wanted to be seen at the President’s side as soon as he was a free man. 

			Rachida Dati turned out to be the smartest. She managed to get to the White House on November 6th 2007, just as Sarkozy arrived. So she was the one who was greeted by George Bush alongside Sarkozy. It was rumoured that the other women in the French delegation wanted to shoot her after that little stunt. 

			So Rachida knows how to battle and scheme. After the New Year’s dinner is over, she and Carla walk through the private apartments of the Elysées. They cross into the magnificent baroque bedroom. The central piece of furniture is, of course, the Presidential bed. 

			Carla smiles at Rachida. 

			“You’d have liked to be in there, wouldn’t you?”

			The remark is part serious, part ironic.

			Not surprisingly Carla’s sally does not make for sisterly bonding. Rachida knows that Carla knows she and the ex-Mrs Sarkozy were – and still are - close friends. Cecelia used to call Rachida her “little sister”.

			For Carla, the friends of Sarkozy’s ex-wife are enemies. One man unfortunate enough to be caught in this cross-fire tells us; “She tended to get at me about my closeness to Cecelia.” He added that “she needs allies because she does not understand how the system works.”

			After the moment by the Presidential bed, the two women rejoin the others in the library/dining room. Rachida is very quiet and subdued. Carla wants a cigarette but French law now forbids smoking in public places. She asks Sarkozy if she can light up.

			“We are at home here. Do exactly as you please.”

			Having said which, the President lights a huge cigar. 

			Rachida looks at the Head of State. At that moment she knows that Sarkozy will ask her to make a choice. Is she going to stay loyal to Cecelia or shift her allegiance to Carla? Few Ministers of Justice have faced such a dilemma, but then, few Presidents have divorced and then fallen in love, in such short order, while in office. It may not be possible to remain friends with both Cecilia and Carla. 

			

			

			Chapter Four

			

			January 2008

			As 2008 begins, Sarkozy and Carla head off to the Jordanian resort of Petra, close to the Red Sea. Sites there have been identified as the legendary mines of King Solomon, as mentioned in the Bible. UNESCO has described it as “one of the most precious cultural properties of man’s cultural heritage.” 

			The choice of Petra isn’t accidental. In May 2005, Sarkozy cancelled an appearance on the French television station, TF1, pleading exhaustion. His real reason for the no-show was more complex. A few days earlier, his then-wife, Cecilia, had told him that she was leaving him for another man.

			A few days later, Cecelia turned up in Petra with Richard Attias, at an event known as the Forum of Petra. One of the speakers was Elie Wiesel, the Holocaust survivor and Nobel Prize-winning author. Sarkozy was humiliated when news of the holiday Cecelia and Attias enjoyed got out. She had made it very public that she was now with Attias, and would go to live with him in New York. Soon afterwards, she moved out of the Sarkozy home and crossed the Atlantic. 

			After Sarkozy became the official Gaullist candidate for President in 2006, Cecelia came back to him. But on her terms, it seems. She did not dwindle into a wife, as we have pointed out. She even disappeared for two weeks during the election campaign. Then the two appeared to reconcile. Sarkozy welcomed her back again; Paris Match even ran a cover photo of the couple kissing. Instead of being the penitent wife, however, Cecelia told journalists that, frankly, she was not that keen on the Elysées Palace.

			“I don’t see myself as a First Lady. That bores me. I’m not politically correct. I potter about in jeans, combat trousers or cowboy boots. I don’t fit the mould.”

			When Cecelia was asked where she was likely to be in ten years’ time, she said “jogging around Central Park.” The reply was provocative. When she left Sarkozy for Richard Attias, she did indeed take up jogging round Central Park. 

			Petra can’t have good memories for Sarkozy so what does he have in mind going there with Carla? Getting a good sun tan? Satisfying a sudden passion for archaeological sites? Or is it something simpler? If Cecelia could go to Petra with her lover, he can do so as well. The rumour mill suggests that King Abdallah II, the King of Jordan, has invited Sarkozy, but Presidents can always arrange for an invitation to anywhere they want to go.

			The visit is private, although Sarkozy will discuss the Middle East with King Abdullah II. TV crews are invited to film, on condition that they do not ask questions.

			Cecelia responds by saying her ex is to be pitied for committing adultery in a resort where she committed adultery first. “I am going to start afresh without looking back over my shoulder at my past,” she jibes. Sarkozy and Carla have the consolation of travelling in grander style. Cecelia had to fly like a normal person on a normal airplane and pay for a ticket. But King Abdullah sends the royal plane to fetch Sarkozy and Carla. The royal helicopter takes them to Petra. The new couple are treated like royalty. Everything is for the best, in the best of all possible worlds.

			But then the pests - the paparazzi - return. They take 600 pictures of the happy couple – and one of them will cause a lot of trouble. It’s a picture of Sarkozy carrying little Aurelien, Raphael Enthoven’s son. A child on his shoulders, sunglasses on his nose, Mr President could be just another tourist.

			 Carla’s most recent ex is furious. When their child Aurelien went along to Disneyland, Raphael Enthoven did not utter a word of protest. But the photo-fest at Petra is too much for the philosopher. He says he does not want to ruin his ex-girlfriend’s holiday – an ex he left, after all – but there are limits and Carla has now gone too far. To make matters worse Raphael’s own mother, Catherine David, a journalist on Le Nouvel Observateur, alerts him to the allegedly bizarre scenes in Petra. Catherine David says she is traumatised by these photographs of her grandson on Sarko’s shoulders. She is sickened that a paper with such a fine history as Le Nouvel Observateur should stoop to such ‘keyhole’ journalism’. From now on, she describes herself, in rather baroque terms, as “the grandmother of the child of Petra.”

			The moment Carla gets back to France, Raphael is on the phone. He is going to court to force her to respect the privacy and ‘right of image’ of their son. Raphael’s lawyer warns the French media that her client will fight any reproduction of those pictures which show Aurelien and, worst of all, show him having a good time. It’ll be the Bastille if he’s snapped playing Frisbee. The lawyer who thunders these threats is the wife of Denis Olivennes, friend of Sarkozy and, of course, one of Carla Bruni’s many exes.

			Carla now goes on the record herself. There was no great conspiracy behind the pictures of her son. She just got tired. She says that “after walking for 45 minutes I was exhausted from carrying my son. When I saw that there were photographers there I told him to hide his face so that he could not be recognised. I should have realised what was going to happen next. A few seconds was enough for them to grab 600 pictures. My mistake was more fundamental – bringing my son along at all.” 

			

			It’s worth putting the trip to Petra in context. At the start of his memoirs of the Second World War, De Gaulle wrote;

			‘All my life I have had a certain idea of France. It is inspired by sentiment as well as by reason. I find it natural to imagine France in an emotional way; I see her as a princess in old tales or the Madonna we see in frescoes. The destiny of France has always been exceptional. My instinct tells me that Providence created her to achieve great deeds and sometimes to endure tremendous failures from which the world will learn. When there is mediocrity in the actions and gestures of France it seems to me an absurd anomaly, but that anomaly is not due to France but to the deficencies of the French people.’

			De Gaulle was more than able to sock it to the French soul. But he was utterly different from Sarkozy. He was very tall, a brilliant general and, in adversity, stood up to two greats who did not lack ego themselves, Winston Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. De Gaulle forced them to treat him as a serious player when he had no troops, no money and no power. De Gaulle would never have been seen in Ray Bans and the French right reveres him even though he had apparently no mistress. This also made him a remarkable figure in French politics. 

			 The great American writer, John Steinbeck, wrote a marvellous satire on French politics in the late 1950s, The Short Reign of Pippin IV. Before De Gaulle became President, French governments tumbled very quickly; one man was Minister of Agriculture for less than a day. In Steinbeck’s story, amidst all this chaos the French remember that a direct descendent of Charlemagne, the great French Emperor, still lives in Paris. They insist on making Pippin King of France to restore stability. As soon as he takes the throne, Pippin is told he has to have an official mistress. This upsets his wife but it is politically impossible for a man to govern France if he does not have ‘a bit on the side’. A man who has the energy to become President can hardly be expected to limit himself to one woman. 

			The revelation that De Gaulle’s heir has a new girlfriend becomes a big story in the international press – and not just in the tabloids or celebrity magazines like Hello, Chi and Oggi. Serious papers run with the story. The London Times notes that Carla may not be the ideal partner for Sarkozy. The Italian paper Il Giornale describes her as a millionaire, a caviar eating lady of the left. A Spanish paper reflects on the power of eroticism and the eroticism of power. The usually staid Tribune de Geneve lists Carl’s exes and sounds a note of caution. Her history, it suggests “does not seem too promising for a man who obviously needs a certain emotional stability.”

			Perhaps the best comment is a cartoon in Le Temps, which shows Sarkozy with Carla. The caption runs:

			‘Sarkozy is with Carla Bruni.”

			“You mean to say he’s no longer with Gaddaffi?”

			The cartoon suggests that Sarkozy has gone public on dating Carla to distract attention from the bad press he received for inviting Gaddaffi to Paris.

			French papers now pour forth thousands of words about Carla. Sarkozy is proud of his new flame, both because of Carla’s many qualities and because it will remind his ex-wife who dumped him that there are finer fish in the sea. Cecelia has been easy to replace. One of the Prince of Wales’ great complaints about his ex-wife was that Princess Diana always stole the limelight and the headlines. Sarkozy seems rather more generous. He doesn’t mind that the media focus on Carla so much but then, unlike Prince Charles, Sarkozy was elected.

			Sharp columnists realise France is about to witness the battle of two women, the struggle between the new and the old, Carla and Cecelia. What some politicos whisper behind the arras now becomes the currency of debate. A master of psychobabble, the French shrink Serge Hafez, says that it is extraordinary how alike the two women are. 

			“One has to ask if this woman is not the one great constant in his life.”

			And both, no doubt, are like his mother.

			The truth is that there are some similarities between the two women. Both are clever and both are glamorous. Each is tall, more than 5’7, with big blue eyes. Both come from the haute bourgeoisie. Cecelia’s mother is the daughter of a Spanish ambassador; her father came to Paris in the 1940s, set up in business as a furrier and made a fortune. 

			Cecelia’s father was, like Sarkozy’s, also an immigrant. Andre Ciganer was born in Moldavia in 1898 where his family were large – and Jewish - landowners.

			But to the eagle eye of the psycho-babble servers, the most remarkable similarity is that when they were young, both women enjoyed modelling. At the age of nineteen, Carla began her career as a top model. Cecilia seemed more academic and studied law but she also freelanced as a model for the great fashion house, Schiarparelli. Both women are also musical. Cecelia is the great-granddaughter of composer Isaac Albenis while Carla’s father is a distinguished writer of atonal music – and counted Maria Callas amongst his friends. 

			The similarities go beyond culture. Like Carla, Cecelia did not have relationships with ordinary guys. As we have seen, her first husband, Jacques Martin, was a famous television presenter.

			Very soon the battle becomes a bare-knuckle boxing match. Both women land plenty of blows below the belt. The magazine Closer finds a picture of Cecelia in a bathing suit. How could any editor resist running a piece comparing Carla and Cecelia’s figures? Cecelia is outraged and sues, demanding 250,000 euros by way of compensation. 

			“You’d think they were comparing two kinds of cereal”, thunders Maitre Cahen, Cecelia’s lawyer. Closer points out that it has done this kind of thing before – and no one objected. During the election it ran photos of Ségolène Royal and Rachida Dati in their bikinis, something Margaret Thatcher and Angela Merkel were spared on their campaign trails. 

			Cecelia inspires serious essays while Carla becomes muse-in-chief to the tabloids. One writer puts a feminist spin on the saga; Cecelia is a heroine, “the woman who said no, no to power, no to machismo, no to the authority of the husband”. Carla is depicted as more pliable, more open and more obviously in love with Sarkozy than Cecelia. That’s not difficult, as, during the last months of her marriage, Cecelia did not show her husband much affection in public or, we guess, in private. 

			Carla has the last word, and she delivers it with style. 

			“I would have voted for my husband,’ she says, referring to the fact that Cecelia did not cast a vote in the second round of the Presidential elections. Though the polls showed Sarkozy was ahead of Ségolène Royal after the first round, no one could be sure he would win. Cecelia’s vote might have mattered – and the principle of her not casting it certainly did. 

			One of Sarkozy’s advisers, Pierre Charon, who clashed with Cecilia a number of times, now offers to speak to the press about Carla. He starts discussing her in terms that are more fitting for a First Lady than a girlfriend.

			In the middle of these romantic dramas, however, the President has pressing political problems. His poll ratings are in free fall. French voters seem to agree with Ségolène Royal’s comment that he’s spending too much time on his own personal problems and too little on those of France. The day job needs your attention, Mr President. 

			Carla tells us that the 24/7 press comment did not upset her too much. 

			“I try hard not to mind. I have been used to it because I started modelling when I was twenty. I worked with images and I know a good deal about the contradictions in them, between what you are and what people see of you and in you. I decided long ago not to worry or to fret too much about that.”

			

			January 8th

			Sarkozy has never claimed to be thick-skinned and his sensitivity is on display at the first press conference of 2008. When the divorce and his affair with Carla are raised, he turns on the hacks and lets them have it.

			“I have seen many articles. I thought that many of those who wrote them must never have had to go through a divorce. I didn’t feel any particular bitterness but I was actually ashamed of them for having written such things – for being so divorced from the realities of life.” 

			 Sarkozy is very precise. He adds; “I gave no orders to any editor. In December we had the idea of going to Disneyland with Carla’s son. There were photos. Well if the photos are so upsetting perhaps the answer is for the press not to send any photographers. And when we were in Egypt, we had the so-original idea of going to visit the Pyramids.” He urges the papers to stop hounding them. 

			Sarkozy must know this plea will fall on deaf ears. When pressed, he makes it clear that he is going to marry Carla but he does not want to publicise the wedding. The date and location are to remain a mystery. 

			The press conference does not ‘work’. It does not put an end to the constant interest in the love affair. It does not help that for the next few days the media messages are muddled and the President’s spokesmen have to explain that what was said the day before no longer holds. The personal saga comes at a bad time because the economic news is worrying. Sarkozy admits that the public finances are in bad shape. He has always advocated going for growth but now that strategy is out of the question. Too much Carla and too much negative economic news push Sarkozy even lower in the polls. And these polls are not merely academic. 

			There will be municipal and cantonal elections in March. Sarkozy is President, so few in his party are willing to complain on the record; but, behind closed doors, there is constant bitching. When deputies are asked how they feel as they campaign, they sound like a Greek chorus in a tragedy.

			‘It’s a catastrophe, 

			We’re furious, 

			We’re devastated,

			We’re going to lose,’ 

			…they wail in the corridors of the Petit Bourbon where the French parliament, the National Assembly, sits. The mood is sour. France is both one of the most sexually liberated nations and one of the most conservative countries in Europe. As George Bernanos laboured on his mystical Catholic novels (which Sarkozy gave to the Pope), avowed free-lover Jean-Paul Sartre was writing Being and Nothingness, the bible of existentialist philosophy (sadly, a completely incoherent book: as with most of Sartre’s non-fiction, it was fuelled by amphetamines. His drug-free novels make a lot more sense). Most right-wing politicians are more Bernanos than Sartre in their sensibilities and many believe that Sarkozy has outraged the public. As proof that the half-Hungarian has gone beyond the pale, one politician says ‘my mother will not vote for him again.” The man is against la tarte aux pommes (apple pie) and has divorced two wives. Would you buy a used car from this President?

			The question of divorce matters because France is still a Catholic country. The Church does not allow divorce though annulments are sometimes possible. Henry VIII broke with Rome because the Pope would not annul his marriage to Catharine of Aragon. Henry had to assume the position of Supreme Head of the Church of England so that he could divorce himself, as it were. Once divorced, he married Ann Boleyn, leading to the birth of Elisabeth I, who was in turn the cause of Drake, Hawkins, the East India Company, the British Empire and worldwide cricket. 

			Even some of those who don’t oppose divorce still find Sarkozy’s haste unseemly. He should wait longer and mourn the end of his marriage properly. One commentator snipes it is a scandal for the President

			“…to remarry three months after the divorce, and to a woman who is against monogamy. When should we expect the third divorce?”

			One expert in political communication offers the following analysis;

			“In the diatribes against Sarkozy there is a bourgeois critique,” (for bourgeois, read middle class), “some people feel he has tarnished the office of President. It feels less sacred now. The emphasis on the personal stuff is de-stabilising the image of the Presidency.”

			 Sarkozy’s great failing is that he is not a benevolent patriarch in the style of De Gaulle and Mitterand. Mitterand was seen as a clever ‘uncle’ and while the French suspected he was up to his neck in women and scandal, he remained a reassuring presence and was totally, unimpeachably, French. Now the French have a half-Hungarian President canoodling with an Italian model of whom nude photos circulate. It’s hardly surprising that voters on the ‘traditional’ right dislike Carla Bruni. 

			“The personal situation of President Sarkozy is causing us political problems,” complains one member of the Assembly. 

			Sarkozy’s poll rating dives towards ocean bottom. A pollster who insists on anonymity tells us:

			“Nicolas Sarkozy is in defiant mood of ‘I owe nothing to anyone’. When he first became involved with Carla Bruni the French thought their President had used his power to seduce her.”

			It has often been noted that politicians who look like more old goats than Greek Gods – it would be unkind to mention Henry Kissinger – are often remarkably successful with women. Power is the most potent of all aphrodisiacs, and one can’t trust a man who abuses it. 

			“The French saw this as a betrayal really. When Sarkozy held his press conference in January people thought that what he was doing was saying ‘I’m coming back’.” 

			The analyst continues; “But then came the second stage: the trips to the Vatican, Luxor and Petra with all their problems. That reminded the French there is a dangerous edge to Sarkozy which people were aware of during the election but did not really want to see too clearly. The French now seem to be bitter that they ever believed in him. They feel they’ve been duped. And of course they don’t forgive him for that.”

			The people and media are waiting to see whether Sarkozy will manage to grab control of the agenda again. The reporting suggests a confused president or even worse, a man who is not comfortable in his skin. Axel Krause, the secretary of the Anglo American Press Association in Paris, lets it slip that the President complained to the German embassy about the tone of coverage of his ‘private’ life in the German press. The French press can be kept under some sort of control but foreign journalists run amok. Yet another media heavyweight who insists on anonymity says: “The events in the Élysées are a little like a series of episodes in The West Wing.” But Sarkozy doesn’t have a press officer like CJ at his side who can charm and direct journalists without bullying them. 

			

			January 10th

			It has been two days since the press conference, and Paris bubbles with whispers, leaks and rumours. Sarkozy is going to end all the speculation and announce that he and Carla have married in secret, or are just about to. Someone leaks that the couple are being married ‘as we speak’ in the Town Hall of the 16th arrondissement. Journalists rush over to the building to find that the only couples getting married are ‘ordinary people’. The hacks are disappointed; the not-yet newlyweds are astonished when the press charge in, interrupt the proceedings, look for Carla and Sarkozy, and rush out again. Curses!

			 But something strange is going on. The singer Johnny Hallyday gets a text on his mobile from a friend that says Carla and Sarkozy are getting married; Hallyday is mortally offended and rings Sarkozy to ask why he has not been invited to the wedding. He is assured that the message is a hoax and it soon becomes apparent that Hallyday is not the only victim. At least one friend of Carla’s receives the same message.

			The Élysées’ attitude to all the frenzied speculation is ambivalent. Yes, the President is angry but he’s not yet thermonuclear. It’s almost as if he wants to get the idea of marriage out there, on the wind. But on the record, the Elyséeis traditionally evasive, refusing to confirm or deny, trotting out the pious formula: “We do not discuss the private life of the President.” 

			Meanwhile the website nouvelobs.fr  (affiliated to the magazine Le Nouvel Observateur) finds Carla and discovers that she can’t be getting married as she is at home, working hard. She’s adapting a song by Schumann for her new album.

			Later the same day, January 10th, Sarkozy flies to the Gulf States. The press pack that accompanies him doesn’t ask about the price of oil or French policy towards Hezbollah. The hacks have only one question - is Sarkozy getting married and when? His communications chief, Franck Louviere, tells the press that;

			“This concerns the private life of Nicolas Sarkozy and I couldn’t possibly comment.”

			

			January 14th

			A new rumour does the rounds. Yet again Carla and Sarkozy have got married, but this time, the venue was much grander than the Town Hall of the 16th Arrondissement. They took their vows at the Elyséeitself. The story runs not on some over-eager blog but in a respected provincial paper, Est Republican. The paper quotes someone who is a described as being ‘close to a witness who was at the ceremony’. Est Republican explains that; “We have good reasons for publishing this, but we have to stay cautious because our correspondent was not there personally.”

			That evening another rumour fizzes. This time journalists race to the Town Halls of the 7th and 16th Arrondissements. The President of the Republic should have enough influence to arrange his own wedding out of office hours. A journalist from Liberation.fr sees security men lurking around one of the town halls. Surely the only explanation for all the security is that, inside, Sarkozy is getting married to Carla?

			No, the President is not the only man in France with bodyguards. The security men are there to guard a high profile party at which the Mayor of the 16th arrondissement is present.

			People obviously want to believe in the wedding and the rumours persist for a few more days. The Prime Minister, Francois Fillon, refuses to discuss Sarkozy’s private life on television and adds that he is sure that the French people have the good sense and good taste to keep the President’s personal and public lives separate. Whether or not he has married should not affect his political standing.

			Then, given what we’ve learned about the President’s diary, Francois Fillon says something we find amusing. The President is just too busy tomorrow. His diary for Thursday is so full that he couldn’t possibly get married. Sarkozy is going to meet Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, the Spanish Prime Minister, then attend a ceremony for veterans and retired soldiers. “I promise you I didn’t get married on Thursday,” Sarkozy jokes to the hacks that Friday.

			He doesn’t add: ‘And when I get married you’ll be the last to know.’

			In Italy, Carla’s mother, Marisa, tells the Italian TV station RAI that, as far as she knows, her daughter has not been married recently. 

			 “If I knew I’d tell you”, she says, “I see or speak to her everyday and she’s said nothing. And surely the Elyséewould have announced it.”

			We rather admire one Presidential spokesman who doesn’t merely whine and bitch at the media but really lets them have it. Henry Gauino tells the TV station, France 2: “I find this curiosity unhealthy and obsessive. It suggests to me the very opposite of the progress of Civilisation.” The media are pure Neanderthal. Guaino adds “I did not see the President wearing a wedding ring.” As the interview proceeds, Guaino gets more irritated. “I know nothing about it. It isn’t my problem. When the President thinks the time is appropriate, he will tell the French people ‘I have married such and such a person whom I love.’

			Guanio suggests that anyone who is pathetically curious should look at the President’s hand. When he wears a wedding ring, the world will know that he has re-married. When Sarkozy flies to Qatar, the hacks on the plane duly file a report on his fingers. Scoop - The President is not wearing a wedding ring. This mystery of the ring makes for an interesting point of comparison with the media scrum that gathered on the day of Princess Diana’s divorce. Over three hundred hacks gathered to observe and comment on whether the Princess was still sporting her wedding ring. She was; and that fact led many news bulletins. 

			

			January 15th - Qatar

			In the bar of his hotel Sarkozy gives a little off-the-record riff. “Don’t count on me to confirm or deny. My reply is no comment. When I have something to say, I will say it. Could you perhaps stop trying to pry into my private life?”

			No chance.

			But Sarkozy was not telling the whole truth either at his press conference on January 8th, or even when he addressed the French people on December 31st. By New Year’s Eve, we can reveal, it had already been four weeks since his decision to marry Carla.

			Cue a flashback to the end of November, when Carla and the President had a serious conversation. They had only been seeing each other for two weeks, yet the question of marriage was already in the air.

			Carla told Sarkozy; “Only one person can give me permission to marry”. 

			To sound like true tabloid hacks, we believe we have established the facts behind one of the most remarkable of modern love stories. Couples live together for years these days without getting married. The West is full of commitment-phobes who duck and weave to avoid the altar. Yet, two weeks after they first met, Carla tells the President that if he wants permission to marry her, one woman has to approve – and that is not her mother, but a rather maternal friend. 

			That evening Marine Delterme and some friends were dining in a restaurant. Marine is an actress and lives with the young writer, Florian Zeller. Most of the people sitting round the table know Carla well.

			Marine’s phone rings.

			It is the President. 

			Solemnly the President of the Republic asks Marine for Carla’s hand in marriage.

			Marine says she must think about it, and that she’ll call back. Then she starts to consult the others round the table. Some are openly sceptical. Others hope that Sarkozy is really in love with their friend. But they have all sensed a change in Carla since she met him. 

			So a little later, Marine Delterme telephones the President of the Republic. She has listened to his request to marry Carla Bruni. It is a serious moment. She gives her serious answer. 

			Yes. Marine Delterme consents.

			 So Carla agrees to become Nicolas Sarkozy’s third wife.

			Virtually no one finds out about this conversation. Marine and her friends don’t leak or brief the press. Carla’s own mother doesn’t hear about it for another four weeks. Yet an announcement would have saved a lot of embarrassment. Between the end of November and the end of January, the question of Carla’s precise position causes much controversy. Journalists, psycho-babble specialists and diplomats agonise over her precise status. Is she the official girlfriend, the unofficial girlfriend, or the soon-to-be First Lady? 

			The next country to be caught up in the drama is India.

			Sarkozy is due in India on January 24th for an official visit. Three days before, the President risks annoying his hosts by receiving a visit from Pervez Musharaf, then the President of Pakistan. Sarkozy is performing a delicate balancing act. Pakistan is profoundly Islamic. Yet that same week, Sarkozy presents a prize to Taslima Nasreen, the Bangladeshi writer. She has taken refuge in India because Islamists and Indian Muslims have issued death threats against her. Sarkozy knows it will rile the Pakistanis but he personally presents Taslima Nasreen with the Simone de Beauvoir prize. Annoying Pakistan is all-but-guaranteed to go down well in India. 

			 Sarkozy now faces another dilemma. Should Carla be part of the official party going to India? And if so, in what capacity? Diplomats in Paris and New Delhi discuss this burning question. What makes it even trickier is that Sarkozy is going to be guest of honour at ceremonies celebrating the anniversary of the Indian Constitution. 

			Initially Paris tells the Indians that Carla will be coming along. This does not please the Indian Express, a popular magazine. It moralises;

			“The top model cannot be treated in the same way that the President is treated because the girlfriend cannot be regarded as his wife.”

			The nabobs of New Delhi hope Carla will not come. Some even take a leaf out of Robert Mugabe’s book and whine on about post- colonial complications. The French lost India to the British in the 18th century and they now believe or, affect to believe, that the Raj made Indians sticklers for protocol. Queen Victoria was Empress of India. She would not have been amused by a guest list that included an unmarried couple. Diplomatic paralysis results. The buck is passed from New Delhi to Paris and back. 

			“It is for the Indians to tell us whether or not they will treat Carla as the first lady,” says a spokesman for the Quai d’Orsay, the French foreign office.

			“It is a problem for the French and so Sarkozy must decide,” says a French Indian tycoon. Everyone assumes he is speaking on behalf of New Delhi. 

			The saga allows us to compare political power, economic power and moral authority. The Pope has no battalions but he has a billion Catholic faithful. His Holiness exudes moral authority and cannot be bullied by a President who is living in sin. The Saudis have some spiritual authority among certain Muslims, but what gives them real power is their oil. Sarkozy defied the Egyptians, who have neither oil nor spiritual authority, by kissing Carla at the Pyramids, but there is no question of him taking her to Riyadh. The Wahabis, strict Muslims, do not accept sex before marriage and Sarkozy can’t offend them: to do so would be dangerous. It might even run the risk of inciting terrorism against French targets. 

			India is a very different matter. No Pope and no imam rule the land of Bollywood, the Kama Sutra and the Taj Mahal, the great marble tomb that Shah Jahan built to bury his beloved wife. One of the most poignant pictures of Princess Diana was taken there. With her usual media savvy, she was making the point that she was lonely, having been abandoned by the ‘wicked’ Prince Charles. Sarkozy does not want to visit one of the world’s most splendid memorials to love without his beloved. 

			 Three days before the trip, 84 journalists have been accredited to accompany the President. The pressing question is still whether Carla will also be coming. No one knows: at least no one is saying. “The mystery continues,” explains The Economic Times, the Indian equivalent of the Financial Times. 

			Indians have never discussed the French so much. The Elysée then suggests a cunning plan. Is there any reason why part of the visit should not be private? Then the happy couple could visit the Taj Mahal as ‘ordinary’ people might; they could even hold hands in its gardens. Then, the President could detach himself, become an official presence again and join the celebrations in honour of the Indian Constitution. Foreign ministries have departments for protocol but no one seems to know what to do. The suspense is acute.

			 “We have received a list of about a hundred people who will be accompanying the President,” a spokesman for the Indian Foreign Ministry tells Agence France Press. But is Carla on that list? No one will say. When journalists ask to see the list, they are told the Elysée “does not yet have the names of all the people who will be going with the President.”

			The tension affects the planning. First, the trip is cut short by 24 hours; then the President decides not to go to Bombay where he had planned to visit a French film festival. But off-the-record briefings suggest the timetable still allows for a private romantic walk at the Taj Mahal. You can walk through the grounds in well under an hour. The pre-programme given to journalists includes four hours at the Taj Mahal. The couple will be able to see it all at a leisurely pace. 

			The confusion continues. The French and Indians have not co-ordinated properly. The programme that the Indian authorities hand out to journalists doesn’t even mention the Taj Mahal.

			The press is hoping Carla will be on the Presidential plane; fashion editors dream she will arrive in India wearing a sari. She could carry it off after all. Popular French magazines like Point de Vue (who did so well out of the Disneyland pictures) and VSD are sending special correspondents. 

			Then there is an unlikely intervention. In British terms it is as if Denis Thatcher had suddenly popped up to give advice to Michael Heseltine. Just before the trip, Nicolas Sarkozy has a discussion with a woman who has followed his political career from the beginning, a woman who knows everything about the pressures on a President. She is Bernadette Chirac, wife of the previous French President, the one who was lucky enough not to have the press crawling all over his private life, though the various allegations of corruption that followed him gave them plenty to get on with. Her questions are direct, we have been told. She says; 

			“And why are you getting married so quickly? Is it because you think you can avoid problems of protocol by doing that?”

			These sounds like the words of a mother. Bernadette Chirac spotted Sarkozy as a great talent early in his career. She isn’t remotely embarrassed to raise such a personal question. Nicolas has an almost filial respect for her. She doesn’t owe him anything and she is beyond ambition. She’s an equal, not a camp follower. 

			 Sarkozy was once close to Claude, the Chirac’s daughter. Bernadette often acted as an intermediary between her husband and Sarkozy when they had political differences. In the middle of the Presidential campaign, Bernadette came out publicly in support of Sarko, and her support mattered. 

			Though for much of her life Bernadette Chirac was not in the public eye, she started to become an influential figure, independently of her husband, in 2001. The right see her very much as one of them and also as a kind of mascot, as they won in most of the areas where she campaigned. She helped win cities like Nancy, Havre and Avignon. She has an instinctive sense of what ordinary voters think and feel.

			 Bernadette Chirac congratulates Sarkozy on going to Saudi Arabia and the Emirates on his own. “For reasons of deference to your guests as well as political considerations, you should go to India alone”, she tells him. She knows the traditional Gaullist party is outraged by the press obsession with his love life. Mitterand did have mistresses but he only saw them on brief lunch breaks. After that he took a quick shower and raced back to his desk to deal with matters of state.

			It is not the moment, Bernadette tells Sarkozy, to provoke public opinion any further. Taking Carla to India will play into the hands of his opponents. The polls are likely to get worse. Three books about Sarkozy’s ex-wife are about to be published. They’re not likely to paint the President in a flattering light. Bernadette insists that it would be folly for him to take Carla to India.

			 Sarkozy listens to Bernadette’s head rather than to his own heart. Carla will stay in Paris. 

			Once the decision is made, the question is how to make the announcement. The couple decide that for the first time Carla will discuss the subject. If she speaks for herself, it will be more credible. So she gives an interview to France’s leading left-wing paper, Liberation. Her tone is nicely wry. She says;

			 “I have decided not to spend an afternoon in India and to tell the truth, we never planned for me to do so.” It sounds good though we know it is not the whole truth. The decision was only made after talking to Bernadette Chirac. 

			Carla adds that she would have liked to join Sarkozy, but acknowledges: “I am not married to the President so I can hardly take part in an official capacity.” She makes two more points. First, she had her fill of short trips to far-flung places when she was a model and, second, she’s had enough of jet lag. Flying is not very good for one’s health, she adds. Then she reveals she also has a professional reason for not going to India. She’s going to start recording a new album in February and needs time to rehearse. 

			So Sarkozy flies off, accompanied only by his officials, the press and his Defence Minister. The latter tags along because Sarkozy is supposed to sign a contract for a major arms deal on this trip, selling helicopters to the Indians. On the plane, Sarkozy faces more questions about Carla and complains the press are questioning him ‘as if I were in a police station’. When a journalist asks if his lifestyle is becoming to the Presidency, Sarkozy responds sharply.

			“You can admire Celine’s writing without being an anti-semite and you can love Proust without being gay,” he snaps. 

			Celine was a prize-winning, but troubling, novelist. His first novel, Journey to the End of the Night was published in 1932. It is a lurid book, portraying army brutality, urban poverty, everyday stupidity, greed and the power of obsession. It won Celine the prestigious ‘Prix Goncourt’. But Celine was also a fascist and his right-wing and pro-German attitudes eventually brought him disgrace. He died in 1961, a broken and bitter man. 

			 Proust was author of A La Recherche du Temps Perdu (Remembrance of Things Past), one of the most influential – and longest – novels of all time. Sarkozy may have his faults but at least no-one can doubt his literacy. 

			But almost at once Sarkozy has another hack on his back. Hack two accuses;

			“You’re better known abroad for your style and your private life than for your politics.”

			“I don’t think that’s quite right,” Sarkozy digs back. “The Chinese voted me man of the year and I don’t think that was because of my private life. In the States I am reported on every day since I gave my speech to Congress and I don’t think that’s because of my private life either.”

			The hatchets are out. Colombe Pringle opens a new front for the ‘people’s press’ by asking why Carla hasn’t joined him. Sarkozy replies;

			“When I was in Sharm el Sheik I said I did not want you there, when I was in Luxor I did not want you there.” But the uninhibited hacks snipe back that Sarkozy did want them at Disneyland. Then he assumes a confidential tone and says “The Olympic Games will be in Beijing in August. I suggest you go there. I may not be there alone.”

			Teasing the press, Sarkozy lists all the trips he is taking in near the future and says it is perfectly possible that Carla Bruni will be joining him on some of them. Does that mean he intends to marry? He does not deign to reply.

			Sarkozy lands in Bombay – they have put the city back on the itinerary - only to discover that the Indians have cancelled their order for French helicopters. On the flight to New Delhi, Sarkozy complains to the French Ambassador. A President does not want to be told that he’s lost a large military order the moment he arrives.

			At his first formal meeting with the Indian government, Sarkozy lays into his hosts for having cancelled the order for helicopters. The Indians are amazed by how direct and rude he is. This is not cricket. The atmosphere is ugly. Sarkozy’s ‘sherpas’, the French Ambassador and an Elysee adviser, suggest the President should ‘moderate his tone.”

			But Sarkozy is not in a moderate mood. Millions of Frenchmen did not elect his sherpas, he points out, but they did elect him. And he doesn’t really care much for the traditions of diplomatic etiquette. We have spoken to someone who was there. The President explodes:

			“So that’s diplomacy is it? You accept everything in a polite little way. So this has been the great secret which has been successful for so many years. Maybe it’s time to try a different tactic.” French readers were not surprised to learn of this outburst: they know Sarkozy has a temper.

			Sarkozy is angry and perhaps even sulks. He visits the tomb of Mahatma Gandhi but when he signs the visitors’ book, he doesn’t add a word of homage. Gandhi was once asked what he thought of Western civilisation and replied “It would be a good idea”. But Sarkozy is not moved to offer a variation on this splendid line. 

			The next day Sarkozy attends the grand ceremonial parade on the Raj Path, the avenue in New Delhi which was built by the English architect, Edward Lutyens. Given that he has been in the public eye for over twenty-five years, it is strange that Sarkozy seems not to have learned he is always on parade. Rule one; the press always wants to catch you out. Rule Two; never let them get that sneak photo that shows the self you keep hidden. During the parade, a photographer catches the President staring at his nails. The Indians are offended. Sarkozy can’t be bothered to concentrate; he’s another arrogant white man. It gets worse. Five of Sarkozy’s key advisers leave the parade fifteen minutes early. 

			“Indian diplomats will not forget the bad manners that Sarkozy’s people showed – not for a long time,” Indian sources tell the press. 

			Before the trip ends, Sarkozy holds a press conference in the French embassy. He is deluged with personal questions. The French Defence Minister is appalled by their impertinent tone. Later he tells a close friend “you see there is a problem with the President.” 

			Not bringing Carla hasn’t made the trip an unqualified success. But at least the President has something to look forward to as he flies back to Paris. 

			

			January 28th - Happy Birthday Mr President

			Sarkozy turns fifty-three in mid-air, aboard the Presidential jet. While he’s flying, the best grocers, bakers and wine merchants in Paris deliver delicacies to Carla’s house. She’s going to give a spectacular birthday party for her man. One of the guests gives us the details.

			We cannot say, of course, if the guest is male, female or part of the menu. Our source tells us; “One evening Carla rang me and she sounded like an air hostess. ‘Hi, sweetie, I want to invite you to Nicolas’ birthday party. I’m giving a party for him in my garden.’”

			The day before the party Carla calls Rachida Dati, Europe’s most glamorous Justice Minister. Though some people who are close to Cecelia have not been invited, Carla makes an exception in her case. 

			“I am not Cecelia, I am not blacklisted,” Rachida says happily. 

			Carla phones her repeatedly to make sure secrecy is maintained. There must be no leaks and no hacks: she wants the party to be a surprise. As Minister of Justice, Rachida can guarantee the police will protect the President’s privacy. Carla tells her guests to come for 8.15 p.m. But despite her attempts to keep the party under wraps, word of it seeps out. One of the guests tells us; 

			“When I got there I saw the paparazzi at the end of the alley that leads to her house. A large heated tent had been erected in the garden. When Sarkozy arrived Carla said ‘I think he suspects something’. It’s true that he did not look very surprised. He seemed happy but not surprised.”

			The party starts well, he adds. “The atmosphere is calm. Carla is a wonderful hostess. She makes sure no one wants for anything and her staff, who have been with her family for a long time, are wonderful. One of the people we meet is introduced as Carla’s nounou – her nanny.”

			Carla concentrates on the President. They kiss all evening. He strokes her bare back. He blushes. She shows her feelings less than he does, and sometimes seems a little distant. 

			The party begins with a dinner fit for a King – the first course is a soup of truffles and artichokes. The guests include the French Prime Minister, Francois Fillou, Luc Ferry, Bernard Kourchner, founder of Medecins sans Frontieres, and Rama Yade. Nicolas Sarkozy’s sons are there, as is his mother. Jacques Seguela is there too. It’s a mix of artists and politicians, of celebrities from the right and left of the political spectrum.

			One of the guests is Didier Barbelivien, a musician and writer. 

			“It was a great party. Nicolas spent most of the time with Carla. He only had eyes for her. And she put on the party just for him. I saw a woman who wanted to please her bloke.” 

			The mix of guests does not surprise him. 

			“Most of the guests had known Carla a long time. She’s a woman whose tastes are more eclectic than one imagines. And she’s a woman, above all else. One must speak of this as the story of a man and woman meeting.”

			One of the criticisms often levelled at the couple is the claim that Carla has introduced Sarkozy to the superficial world of show-business. But this is not quite true. Sarkozy is a politician of the celebrity age, and is said to have had his famous heroes as a teenager. Once in office, much like Tony Blair, he cultivated relations with the famous, sensing, perhaps, that to modern sensibilities, politicians are little more than a sub-group of celebrities, rather uglier than movie stars, singers, or footballer’s wives. Long before he announced his Presidential campaign, Barrack Obama was described as a ‘political celebrity’, and stalwart Democrat Senator Tom Harkin drily remarked that Obama had been the keynote speaker at a Democratic Party event because ‘Bono was busy and Obama’s the next biggest rock star we could find.’ 

			 Sarkozy understands this aspect of modern political reality. As Mayor of Neuilly sur Seine, he went out of his way to invite celebrities to the Town Hall, and received many invitations in turn. He’s very honest about this propensity of his, admitting that he knows what it feels like to be excluded, held behind the velvet rope. When he had just been elected a municipal councillor, one of the lowest of all political jobs in France, a famous singer, Michel Sardou, was giving a concert at Neuilly town hall. Three thousand fans surrounded the building. Sarkozy wanted to get inside to listen.

			“The security men thought I was just a fan. I did not have the card which proved I was a Councillor and I was not allowed past the VIP barrier. I hated that. These are small things, but they do matter.”

			Thirty years on, Sarkozy has not just got through the rope-line, but is a star amongst stars, perhaps the first French President since De Gaulle to command almost as many column inches in the international press as a President of the United States. And Sarkozy has interesting ideas about the political importance of artists.

			Yasmina Reza, who wrote the hit play Art, also wrote about Sarkozy’s campaign, and described a scene between the two rounds of the Presidential election. The setting was the huge sports stadium at Bercy, full of passionate Sarkozy’s supporters, and, backstage, a range of luminaries from the arts. 

			‘He was like a cat who’d got the cream and couldn’t quite believe it,’ Reza said. 

			Sarkozy tells his staff that night in Bercy: “One is not elected by the artists but one cannot be elected against them.”

			And Sarkozy makes a nice observation about Carla: “At least she likes my friends.” In contrast to his ex, Cecelia: she disapproved of them.

			Back to the party. One guest tells us; “When the birthday cake appears, I can’t help thinking that is the problem with the rich, they really don’t know how to do things properly. It was a huge chocolate cake which just had too many layers. It wasn’t really like a birthday cake at all.”

			But the party is not all love and kisses. There is tension between those now familiar sparring partners, Carla and Rachida Dati. 

			“I wondered whether I should invite you,” Carla tells her. 

			Rachida blushes. She realises her relationship with Carla will never be simple and sisterly. Rachida also begins to see that the issue is not just her friendship with Cecelia. Someone who is close to Rachida explains the problem to us:

			“It is not Carla who minds Rachida, but Rachida who has a problem with Carla. Before Carla came on the scene, Rachida was the star among the women ministers. Once Carla arrived, she lost her special position with the President.”

			When we put this to Carla, she seems surprised. “I don’t feel any hostility towards her. I see her often. She makes me laugh. She has a very British sense of humour, very ironic. The rumours that we don’t get on must stem from the fact that she is a friend of Nicolas’ ex-wife but there’s no hostility on my part. I even sent her the addresses of two friends so they could host some of the meetings she held during her Parliamentary campaign in the 7th arrondissement.” 

			Rachida Dati hit on the idea of meeting voters in their homes, a revolutionary notion in French elections, and Carla helped her make it happen. 

			If there are tensions between Carla and Rachida, both women are perfectly civilised. Towards the end of the evening, however, something far nastier erupts between the ageing pop star, Johnny Hallyday, and the singer Michel Sardou, whose concert Sarkozy was excluded from as a young politician. 

			Johnny Hallyday and his wife have adopted a Vietnamese girl. Sardou snipes of Hallyday. 

			“He went to Gstaad to put the Vietcong on skis.” 

			Hallyday hears this and goes ballistic. At around midnight, Johnny Hallyday and his wife leave, rather dramatically, and the party ends on a sour note.

			There is more sourness to come. The romance between Carla and Sarkozy affects some old friendships. By the end of January, Jacques Seguela, who hosted the dinner where Carla and Nicholas first met, is out of favour. He has talked to the press too much. 

			In one of our discussions, Carla Bruni told us; “Seguela talked a great deal about that dinner. We never gave him a green light to do so. We never said that he shouldn’t, but we never said that he should. He did what he wanted and we did not stop him.”

			A little later in January, one of Sarkozy’s associates vents the official-unofficial anger at ‘press intrusion’ into the President’s private life. Seguela is on a TV chat show explaining, yet again, the start of the romance. The associate phones in during the show and because he is something of a VIP, his call is put through to the studio. He shouts that Seguela is telling lies. Another of Sarkozy’s associates tells the press that Seguela does not lie, as such, but he just ‘does not have a hard disk.’ In other words, the old man’s memory is not to be trusted. 

			One man close to Sarkozy tells us; “Seguela talked too much, as if he were a spokesman for the couple.” So the host who introduced the couple pays the almost ultimate price. He becomes persona non grata in the President’s circle. 

			The coupling also leads to family complications. If Carla’s mother is over the moon, Sarkozy’s mother is less than happy with the match. She liked Cecelia, even if she was “cold and distant’ towards Nicolas. She is canny enough to send a message to her son through the press. At a time when no one knew of the great love in the making, she gave an interview to Point de Vue, saying something that could only have made sense to Sarko and Carla; “I hope that no one will marry again. I have had enough of marriages and I’m not only speaking about Nicolas.” And she adds that; “Given his position he will have endless women after him…far too much choice.”

			We understand that Sarkozy was absolutely furious when he discovered that his mother had said such a thing. They are very close. In her biography of Sarko, Catharine Nay depicts him as the kind of adolescent who had great trouble leaving home. Like the Jewish boy he partly is, Sarko often calls his mother, as he did when he became Mayor of Neuilly. Given that his father left when he was three years old, it is hardly strange that Sarkozy needs his mother’s approval. When he took her to China, he even gave her his room in the presidential Airbus. And how did she repay the honour? When the Chinese president congratulated her on her son’s success, she smiled;

			“But you know, I’ve got two other sons who are also doing very well.”

			On top of that, Sarkozy’s brother Guillaume, agrees that it is far too soon to make much of a new love affair.

			But despite his family’s misgivings, Sarkozy is in a hurry. It’s playground rivalry, a psychologist might say. Sarko wants to get married before Cecelia weds Richard Attias.

			The wedding wars are about to begin. They will bring many casualties – and many revelations. Some of the most intriguing will concern Carla’s family.
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