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    PREFACE


    I believe in fairy tales
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    I often ask myself why I’m so bewitched, as many others are, by the fairy-tale lives of modern princes and princesses. Is it our disenchantment with the world that makes us believe that real-life people can lead fairy-tale lives? Believing in fairy tales is ingrained in our being. It’s an archetype – with its Prince Charming, an innocent heroine who becomes a princess, and evil in the form of a wicked stepmother – or, in modern times, the media. Through fairy tales we can escape to another dimension, believe in something that is beyond our reality.


    My love for fairy tales started when my mother told me stories about princes and princesses. I still have the well-worn books she read to me. Is it that sense of wonderment, of a life with tiaras, crowns and gowns made from the finest cloth, that has kept me intrigued? Little girls dream of their happily-ever-after years after their books of fairy tales have been packed away or have ended up in second-hand bookshops. Some women get happily-ever-afters and some don’t, but I still – naïvely, some may say – believe in happy endings. A Prince Charming and his newly minted princess don’t just ride off on the prince’s white horse or in a golden coach into a rose-coloured sunset. A successful marriage is hard work.


    When I was old enough my mother took me to the movies, where I’d watch the weekly black-and-white compilation of news events by British Pathé. In those days, between hard-news events, the only princesses featured in the newsreels were Queen Elizabeth and Princess Grace. My mother told me how as a young girl she had stood in Main Road in Observatory, Cape Town, to form a welcoming parade for the British royals when they visited South Africa in 1947. She and I shared a love for royalty and could discuss a royal house’s history for days on end. She shared my excitement when there was a royal marriage and kept my excitement in check while we awaited the birth of a royal baby.


    My passion for the lives of royals has taken me to Britain for the weddings of Prince William and Prince Harry. I was one of the thousands of admirers who wanted to drink in the atmosphere and get a glimpse of royalty. It was there, on a chilly spring day in The Mall in London in April 2011, that I caught my only glimpse of Princess Charlene and Prince Albert. My budget didn’t allow for two royal wedding trips in one year, so, just as I had done for the wedding of Lady Diana Spencer to Prince Charles on television, I watched when Charlene Wittstock became Her Serene Highness, Princess of Monaco.


    I was transfixed by the wedding of Lady Di. The pomp and ceremony were riveting. Diana was only a few years older than me and, like millions around the world, I followed her life until her tragic death at 36. I was devastated. I travelled to London for the funeral and was overwhelmed by the solemnity in the streets. Now I enjoy watching her sons lead their own lives: William has chosen to stay on the path of his destiny and Harry has decided to carve out his own, disgusted by the trappings of royal life, where he felt like a circus animal.


    If it wasn’t for the hounding of the paparazzi, Diana would most probably still be alive. Perhaps that is why I’m sympathetic to the life Charlene has led so far. As a South African, she was known to me as an Olympic swimmer before becoming the princess of a country so tiny that, had it not been for her mother-in-law, Princess Grace, it would have become obscure – like the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg. Monaco would probably have only been famous for being a tax haven for the superrich, where a bet of €3 000 at the world-famous Casino de Monte-Carlo is du jour. Luxembourg has its own Grand Duke or Grand Duchess, who don’t attract nearly the amount of press as the ruling house of Monaco’s Grimaldi family.


    Charlene’s journey to becoming a princess hasn’t been easy. Her unhappiness in the past few years has been clear for all to see. She seems to have become a shade of the princess filled with joie de vivre that royal watchers had become accustomed to. The princess who playfully took a glug of champagne on the winner’s podium at the 2018 Formula 1 Grand Prix has disappeared. In its place is an often glum-looking Charlene, devoid of spontaneity, a character trait her old friends from her swimming days attest to. Though Charlene has spoken about how people don’t know what is happening behind the scenes, she will have to learn to cope with the incredible pressures of public life – and that her sad eyes are fodder for more rumours. She will need to learn the ropes of being a modern-day princess, being an actress in public and smiling obligingly, looking as if nothing can ruffle her bespoke feathers.


    The so-called Grimaldi curse has also played its role in drawing the lives of the Grimaldis into the media. A princely house defined by a history of dynastic marriages and a bachelor prince with a century-old curse hanging over him has been just too juicy to be ignored by the media.


    And then Charlene Wittstock enters the equation: a statuesque blonde, beautiful and from Africa. Mon Dieu. She wasn’t the expected choice for the notoriously single Albert. For South Africans, it was a moment of immense joy. She is one of our own, raised in a country with immense natural beauty but cursed by the scars of colonialism and apartheid. Charlene grew up in a lower-middle-class household, where hard work and discipline not only saw her becoming a top swimmer but also brought her into a social sphere where she caught the eye of a prince.


    It would be easy to compare Charlene’s life to that of the mermaid in Hans Christian Andersen’s ‘The Little Mermaid’. Although there are parallels, Charlene hasn’t lost her voice like the mermaid – and, most importantly, her love for Albert isn’t unrequited. He was aware that the woman he would eventually marry would not only be compared with the larger-than-life legacy of his mother, Grace, but would also have to contend with fishbowl life in Monaco. A life he knew would not be easy for anyone, much less a woman from Africa who’d been raised with a different sense of values.


    What we know about Charlene, as we know from both Diana’s and Grace’s lives, is that the media is a double-edged sword. It loves spinning tales of a fairy-tale romance when a commoner and prince get engaged, then prods and prods to show how the people it has made into fairy tales have feet of clay.


    [image: ]


    Reading or reporting about a royal persona is a different ballgame from writing a book about her life. It took painstaking research, delving into hundreds of articles and interviews and piecing together, with the input of Charlene’s friends and old swimming mates, what the real Charlene is like behind the princess façade. I approached Charlene through official palace channels and the people I interviewed, but there was no response or sign that she wished to be involved in this book.


    Her true friends and family have encased Charlene in an impenetrable fortress – not surprising, given the negative and unfair publicity she has endured. Friends in Charlene’s inner circle don’t talk about her. Only a select few have direct access to her and Albert. Charlene has followed Albert’s example. He prefers to give interviews and access to a trusted few journalists at People magazine, journalists who are also contractually bound by the magazine publishers not to discuss the Grimaldi family with anyone. Charlene and the South African branch of the Princess Charlene of Monaco Foundation prefer dealing with the South African magazine YOU and its Afrikaans equivalent, Huisgenoot. Other interviews are given to French publications such as Paris Match, Point de Vue or Monaco-Matin. For two people who have been so unfairly treated in the media, the couple aren’t averse to giving interviews, though journalists have written about their questions needing to be submitted beforehand and even of being told not to ask questions such as how Charlene feels about being compared with Grace.


    Television crews are regularly invited to the palace, and to Albert’s castle in France, so that mere mortals may catch a glimpse of life behind palace walls – including the wine cellar beneath the palace that stores an impressive wine collection of 15 000 bottles. The couple has even invited journalists to their mountain retreat, Roc Agel, where they normally close the doors to the world, as Albert’s mother, Grace, described their time as a family there. Here, Grace wrote down her favourite recipes in a book from which Charlene cooks a meal for her own family from time to time. Just a normal family life, or so it seems – as Albert has a busy work schedule and is known for being a workaholic. He is not like other princes, who are ceremonial and have commitments only at their charities of choice; he is a prince who is also a statesman and rules Monaco, albeit with a small group of advisors. No law in the principality is passed without his buy-in and signature, and the secret of how Albert approves Monégasque nationality is closely guarded.


    I can’t claim to know Charlene as I’ve never met her in person, but through the eyes and ears of people who have interviewed her a picture has emerged of a bundle of energy, kicking her stilettos into the air as she laughed and truthfully told a journalist that of course Albert irritated her sometimes. She is unpretentious, which is why a lawyer, who is also a friend of hers, and her brother Sean and his wife, Chantelle, sit in on interviews in South Africa.


    Charlene’s entry into Monégasque society also changed the fortunes of her brothers. Gareth, the youngest of the three siblings, followed Charlene to Monaco and set up a coffee shop. He shares an authentic bond with Albert. The brothers-in-law are often seen together fulfilling engagements. Gareth is the general secretary of Charlene’s foundation. Their middle sibling, Sean, still lives in Benoni, where the Wittstocks settled after immigrating from Zimbabwe, then called Rhodesia. Sean is one of four board members of the foundation in South Africa and his wife, Chantelle, the CEO. Chantelle is also Charlene’s spokeswoman.


    Friends are extremely hesitant to discuss Charlene and Albert, as are friends of William and Catherine to discuss the British royals. A friendship with a royal couple means guarding the trust that has been placed in you and being incredibly discreet about that friendship. Francois Pienaar, the celebrated captain of the South African rugby team who united a nation when his team won the 1995 World Cup and global admiration, is one of the princess’s trusted friends. He was also an ambassador for her foundation. When contacted for an interview, his response was friendly but firm: ‘Our relationship with the family is intimate and private and we would prefer to keep it that way. I’m sure you will understand.’ Pienaar’s wife, Nerine, is godmother to Princess Gabriella.


    When a friend of William speaks to the media, that friend would have been sanctioned by the prince to do the interview and convey a certain message. Although courtiers, palace workers and bodyguards are normally bound by non-disclosure agreements, payment from the media has led to stories seeping through palace walls – as happened with Harry and his wife Meghan, the Duchess of Sussex. Second-hand stories lead to a media frenzy, as they did before the wedding of Charlene and Albert.


    Swimming mates and trainers have nothing bad to say about the Charlene they knew. Many told me that when they saw Charlene at swimming meets after her engagement and marriage, she was the same Charlene they had known: chatty and warm, without any airs and graces. Yes, she knows she has to weigh every word she says because of palace rules, but when she meets up with old mates her bubbly personality bursts through and she excitedly raises her long arms, toned by many years of swimming, when she talks to them, to illustrate something or make a point. She is excited to see the faces from before she became a Serene Highness.


    What is apparent is that Charlene – however well-schooled she thought she was before her wedding – wasn’t truly prepared for a life in which no spontaneity is allowed. Dressed in the most gorgeous designer clothes and sporting spectacular diamond earrings, in her heart she is still the wide-eyed child who stared in wonderment at the African wildlife around her. She has stayed true to herself. Her integrity is of the utmost importance.


    For a gregarious woman like Charlene, it must be extremely difficult to smother her natural spontaneity in public. Anxious not to make mistakes, she has become reserved and aloof at public appearances, where she is scrutinised about everything from her hairstyle – the one thing she has control over – to her newly polished image. It must be an unbearable life, especially if you know, as Charlene does, that she is portrayed as unhappy.


    Like so many commoners who have married into royalty, Charlene has undergone a style transformation. She has upped her game from relaxed jeans, a cotton top and sandals to become a royal celebrity like Diana, Princess of Wales. The ever-so-stylish Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge, Sophie, Countess of Wessex, Mary, Crown Princess of Denmark, and Queen Máxima of the Netherlands are just like Charlene. They are all commoners who married into royalty, but they haven’t all achieved Charlene’s intense international celebrity allure. Like Diana, Charlene has a more deadly mix of royalty and celebrity.


    There are important differences between Charlene and Diana, however. Charlene chose the path that destiny laid before her when she met Albert in 2000. They had a long relationship – unlike Diana, who married Charles after only 13 dates. Charlene also had a successful career before she married her prince. She may not have won an Olympic medal, but she did win other competitive tournaments and competed at the Olympics. In the second part of her life, as wife to the Prince of Monaco and mother to their children, Charlene had serious health issues in 2021. Albert valiantly tried to protect his wife’s privacy, as he knew her absence from the royal scene had led to numerous preposterous rumours. She became the juiciest fish for clickbait articles.


    Charlene has kept her trusted family members close, just as Catherine has done. She has bonded with Sophie, Countess of Wessex, and Queen Máxima, and has received valuable advice from the latter. Like Charlene, Queen Máxima had to adapt to living in a new country and learning a new language, but also had to weather the media uproar about her father, Jorge Zorreguieta, who had served in the cabinet of Argentinian dictator Jorge Rafael Videla. Jorge wasn’t allowed to attend his daughter’s marriage; as a result, Máxima’s mother, María del Carmen Cerruti Carricart, also skipped her daughter’s wedding to the then Prince Willem-Alexander.


    Charlene’s sisters-in-law, Princess Caroline and Princess Stéphanie, must have been relieved when Charlene entered the Monaco scene because it shifted the limelight off them. Both have suffered tremendously at the hands of the paparazzi. Their lives have been splashed across countless tabloid newspapers and magazines.


    Charlene was not naïve, like Lady Diana Spencer, who married Prince Charles after so few dates. She did, however, marry a man 20 years her senior. Even with eyes wide open and a learning curve as steep as the mountain passes that lead from Monaco to France and Italy, for Charlene life in the palace was anything but a smooth ride. She has learnt the lessons all royals learn through experience. Never divulge too much information; you are damned if you do, and damned if you don’t. When she answers questions in interviews, it sometimes feels like she is reading from a cue card, anxious not to break protocol. Although the Monaco royals give many more magazine interviews than the British royals do, some of these interviews are subject to approval by the palace’s press office before publication. Charlene even started a public Instagram page, on which she shares official and unofficial photos of her twins. In interviews she has said that she can handle the paparazzi following her, but wants to protect her children from the intrusive lens. While feeding the beast, she can control her Instagram page.


    Perhaps that is why continuing health issues finally pulled the rug from under Charlene’s feet when she returned to Monaco after being grounded in South Africa in 2021. If your private life were constantly being watched, wouldn’t you also break down and withdraw from public life? Charlene is not a Greta Garbo-like character who can close the door on the world and become reclusive. But for four months, she could focus only on her health.


    The press office in the palace has taken its lead from Monaco’s ruler and perfected the art of vagueness. No one can blame it. In a world where every royal watcher seems to be a royal expert, any news on the Monaco royals can be interpreted in a dozen different ways. It’s sometimes better to let the storm clouds pass over the palace than to put up an umbrella to protect its two principal characters from a few drops.
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    I remember how transfixed I was watching the wedding in Monaco. It was only months after I had slept in The Mall in London to catch a bit of the atmosphere of the other royal wedding of 2011, that of William and Catherine. The two weddings are often unfavourably compared, William and Catherine’s obvious pride and joy in stark contrast to Albert and Charlene’s strained expressions. William’s lawyers came to Catherine’s defence when she was being hounded by the press while they were still dating, and the British royals have a tacit agreement with the journalists on the royal beat that their private lives should remain largely private – although the tabloid newspapers do break this rule. Of course, Diana’s death is a reminder that her sons and their children shouldn’t be hounded. Privacy laws in Britain and France differ vastly. In France, for example, the paparazzi can doorstep celebrities or royalty without any repercussions.


    In hindsight, my view is that Charlene’s infamous tears at her wedding weren’t those of an unhappy bride who had been forced to the altar, but those of a woman who was extremely anxious about putting a foot wrong in front of the world’s cameras. Imagine the stress of sharing such intimate moments in front of cameras that pick up every emotion you display. She was even worried that lip-readers would decipher any words she whispered to Albert. I believe she went into the zone that sportspeople use to cut out any distractions, focusing on performing her task as a bride to perfection.


    Her tears played into the narrative that had been spun for days before the wedding, that she was a runaway bride who had tried to bolt not once but three times. Even if Albert had taken the unusual step to address the rumours in a statement, it wouldn’t have put the rumours to bed. They were just too good not to be true. If Charlene and Albert’s marriage – now more than a decade old – hasn’t been a testament to their commitment to each other, I don’t know what will convince people.


    Charlene has suffered disparaging comments about her middle-class upbringing, just like Catherine did when some of William’s snobbish friends referred to her mother, Carole Middleton, as having been a flight attendant before she started her very successful venture, Party Pieces. Charlene is honest about, and proud of, how she was raised. There is nothing to be ashamed of if your father sold photocopier machines or your mother was a swimming instructor. It’s the common-sense foundation that her parents laid for her that has kept this modern princess’s head above the proverbial water.


    Her mother-in-law, Grace, would have given Charlene the same advice that she gave to 19-year-old Diana when they met at a function in London before Diana and Charles’s ill-fated marriage. Diana was worried about her evening gown’s plunging neckline, the protocol of who should walk through a door first and in which hand she should carry her clutch. Grace took her aside to comfort her and joked, ‘It will get a lot worse.’ Grace knew how incredibly hard it was to become a princess. She knew all about the sacrifices, the loneliness and the isolation behind palace walls while your husband rules over a mini-state like Monaco – one so small that he could see almost all of the principality from the window in his office.


    It is one of those incredible coincidences that the cause of both Grace’s and Diana’s deaths was a vehicle accident. In their deaths – 15 years apart – they have become legends, almost saintlike.


    Charlene, a real-life princess, is also a woman who has to cope with her humanity and insecurities. She has a wonderful sense of humour, cracking jokes about herself and telling guests at events that she’d eaten all the food she’d been served and still polished off some extra bread rolls too. The clumsiness that she suffered in her younger days – dropping the Bible out of nervousness when she’d had to do a reading at her school’s assembly, falling into the pool during a photo shoot for a sponsor of the South African Olympic team – has made way for a self-assured woman who can pull off designer stiletto heels with the same aplomb as the flip-flops she wore during her swimming days. She shares her life with a man who is not just a ceremonial prince, but one who runs his country like the CEO of a corporation.


    Modern royals live in a kind of reality TV series. Charlene’s path thus far has had dramatic twists and turns, which even the best scriptwriter in the world couldn’t have come up with. But underneath her ‘character’ as a princess, she is still an African who, when she gazes out of one of the palace windows to stare across the Mediterranean, can feel Africa calling from afar. I believe that her health sabbatical in South Africa due to an ENT infection and complications wasn’t of her own accord. What mother would voluntarily spend so much time away from her children? Definitely not Charlene. When she finally returned to Monaco, I felt a sense of relief, but then Albert announced that she was entering a treatment facility. Again, rumours of a possible addiction – to painkillers, or to more serious drugs – surfaced. It proved impossible for anyone in the media to firm up the speculation because of the confidentiality agreements that caregivers, medical professionals and patients sign at treatment facilities. Charlene’s reasons for spending four months in an exclusive clinic will remain secret, unless she chooses to disclose what she was treated for.


    I don’t think she will. Admitting her struggles would leave her open to attack by the media.


    Charlene has stayed true to her words that she is only human: ‘I’m never going to pretend to be something that I’m not.’ It would only be fair for the media to follow Albert’s lead and give her the space to reconnect with him, Prince Jacques and Princess Gabriella, and to regain her equilibrium.


    She deserves the chance to live happily ever after.

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


    Crowned with stars
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    2 July 2011


    I want to pinch myself. I can’t believe I’m married – not just to a wonderful man, but to a prince, of all people. I always thought I would get married under a tree in Africa. And just look at this. I can hardly believe the Eagles sang at my wedding party. And that I had not two but three wedding parties. And tomorrow we are still entertaining our families, and our nearest and dearest friends. Oh, it’s magnificent seeing everyone. Like a reunion. Who knows when I will be able to see them again?


    I think of all the terrible rumours these past few days. Why would I want to be a runaway bride? I truly love Albert. I can feel his body’s warmth next to me.


    My nerves are shot. All the arrangements. The parties. And the nasty tales. Where did it all come from? I didn’t try to flee. I didn’t. Mum and I went shopping in Paris for the wedding. I didn’t try to escape. Where did these poisonous stories start?


    I’ve had to field so many calls this week. Friends asking me, ‘Charl, are you coming back to South Africa? Have you cancelled the wedding? What’s going on?’


    No, no, no, I wanted to scream. Why would I want to run away from Albert? Why would my passport have been taken away?


    Gosh, these past few days have been such a rush. All the well-wishers, the final arrangements and the lovely gettogether with friends. But I keep asking myself why someone would spread such malicious rumours.


    All the cameras today were nerve-racking. I’ve been warned about lip-readers watching for a single unguarded word. I even had to remind Dad about it when we walked to the altar. I’m so glad we could still do a trial run in the palace until the early hours of Friday morning.


    Why can’t people just be happy for us? Albert is my soulmate. We have so much in common. We make each other laugh.


    I’m trying to smile, I’m really trying. I’m regulating my breath like I do when I’m in the water. I keep on reminding myself to breathe.


    Now I must focus on Marie-Clothilde and Juliette Würz De Baets, the mother and daughter who are standing in front of me and Albert here in the chapel of Sainte Dévote. They are going to sing ‘Couronnée d’étoiles’, a song in honour of the Virgin Mary. Crown of Stars – the perfect choice. And how beautiful that the two of them are going to perform with only a piano to accompany them. I wonder if they are also feeling the nerves that are shooting through my body like pins and needles.


    They start to sing.


    We salute you, oh you Our Lady


    Holy Virgin Mary draped by the sun


    Crowned with stars, the moon is under your feet


    In you is given to us, the dawn of salvation


    Their soprano and alto voices rise higher and higher and fill the chapel. How beautiful. How sincere in its simplicity. Oh God, the lyrics and haunting melody have melted my reserve. I shouldn’t cry, but the relief that everything is over is tremendous.


    I focus on the smell of the white St Joseph’s lilies in their elaborate setting behind me. I can feel my emotions getting the better of me. Breathe, Charl, breathe. But I can’t stop the tears. The relief from the tears running down my face is immense.


    I haven’t run away. I’m no longer Mademoiselle Wittstock. I’m Albert’s wife. Your Serene Highness Princess Charlene of Monaco. Not that the title will change the real me. I fumble for the silk handkerchief in my left hand and gently pat my cheeks.


    Marie-Clothilde and Juliette must be so nervous performing in front of the cameras. It feels like my stomach is churning. And Albert? I’m trying to draw from his strength next to me. He knows what the press will make of this moment. They won’t see my tears as tears of joy and relief.


    Mary, new Eve new and joy of your Lord 


    You gave birth to Jesus the Saviour 


    Through you the gates of the garden are opened to us


    Guide us along the way, morning star


    We salute you, oh you Our Lady


    Holy Virgin Mary draped by the sun


    Crowned with stars, the moon is under your feet


    I feel the heat of more tears rising inside me. It feels like I’m drowning. I can’t drown now! How can I stop the world from seeing emotion and relief pouring out of me?


    The day has been picture-perfect thus far. But so much anguish. Was I as perfect as everyone expected me to be? My train feels so heavy. At least Dad didn’t trip on it. I didn’t either! Now we are entwined before God. My faith means so much to me.


    Albert turns to me and softly whispers that everything will be okay, careful of the lip-reader who will divulge his most private words to the media. His fingers caress my hand.


    Yes, everything will be okay. I know that Albert will lay down his life to protect me. But the tears don’t stop.


    What must Marie-Clothilde and Juliette think of me bawling in front of them? I look up. Just keep your gaze steady Charl, I remind myself.


    Through you the gates of the garden are opened to us


    Guide us along the way, morning star


    Please Lord, guide me, I silently pray. The tears are still coming.


    In you is given to us, the dawn of salvation. 


    Oh dear Lord, I can’t seem to stop. Steady now, Charl. Albert is mouthing the lyrics. I see him out of the corner of my eye. His presence is steadying.


    The hymn has ended. It is such a beautiful ode to the Virgin Mary. What would I do without my belief in God? I always thought that I would become a missionary after my swimming career. And here I am today. The Princess of Monaco.


    I need to lift my head up now, and smile. The tears have stopped. Thank goodness.


    I walk as I was trained to do. It all seems so easy, walking in a fabulous designer wedding dress.


    Now I have a few silent moments in front of the altar dedicated to Sainte Dévote.


    This is such a sacred moment, offering my wedding bouquet on the small altar for Sainte Dévote as Monégasque tradition dictates. She is now also part of my new life – the patron saint of Monaco. Persecuted for her faith.


    I pray for happiness, and that our marriage will be blessed. I can smile now. I can hear the crowd gathered outside the church. As we walk to the sun spilling through the doorway, I feel their love. Oh gosh, more tears. This is going to be front-page news. I just know that! Now the whole world has seen me cry.


    We kiss. More applause. Can they see my eyes are smiling? I’m happy. What more could I want? The love of my life is beside me. The sun bathes me in light, just as the words of the song in the chapel have done. Perfection.


    Through you the gates of the garden are opened to us, they sang.


    May this day be a new beginning for me too. I’m now not only African but Monégasque. I still can’t believe it. This is our new life. I’ve left Mademoiselle Wittstock behind.


    I know our love is strong.


    Will it be enough?
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