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PRAISE FOR PARIS: A LOVE STORY
 
“Must-read . . . enthralling”

—Vogue

“Like the others—Didion, Joyce Carol Oates, and Abigail Thomas, to name a few—Marton defies the conventional wisdom that good writing is Wordsworthian emotion recollected in tranquillity; she seems to be writing the story as it is happening. The book, short and intimate, reads like the wind from the urgency of the opening scene . . . . Great writing is often about yearning, yearning for a lost place, a lost love, or just a lost moment in time. Marton knows a lot about longing for the past . . . . This book feels like her way of keeping Richard Holbrooke alive if only on the page. It works.”

—Susan Cheever, Newsweek/The Daily Beast

“Kati Marton is a writer of great clarity and grace. Paris: A Love Story is a revealing memoir about the contours of her own humanity, rendered with precision and honesty. It is a memorable story of love, loss, and landscape that is as expansive as her remarkable life.”

—Steve Coll, author of Private Empire: ExxonMobil and American Power

“A great read—the lightness of love, the drama of war and sudden death—with Paris in the background.”

—Diane von Furstenberg

“Kati Marton has written movingly about her love, loss, and the healing power of an elegant city. She takes readers on a journey, as she writes, to find a place where there is joy in remembered joy.”

—Diane Sawyer

“A frank and fascinating memoir of loss, love, and, ultimately, reconnection with her own self-truths.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“Marton shares her deep love for her family as well as her grief . . . striking both the author and the reader at odd moments with extraordinary force.”

—Shelf Awareness.com

“A slim and touching memoir . . . . Kati Marton is trying to create a future by recapturing the past . . . . She pulls it off with . . . flair and élan . . . . There are lots of things to like about Paris: A Love Story.”

—The Washington Times

“Paris provides a backdrop for this absorbing memoir of love and painful loss, played out on the larger stage of world politics . . . . On a first-name basis with the political movers and shakers on a global stage, Marton has observed world politics in the making and makes space for readers on her catbird seat.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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For Richard with love
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PART I
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If there is any substitute for love, it is memory. To memorize, then, is to restore intimacy.

—Joseph Brodsky



CHAPTER ONE


Like a human snowplow, I surge against the flow of chanting, banner-waving students pouring into the boulevard St.-Germain. I am determined to get to the Café de Flore before Richard does. My husband has flown all night from Kabul on a military plane. I am merely crossing from the fifth into the sixth arrondissement. As he shuttles between Washington, Kabul, and Islamabad, we have little time together; minutes matter. But this is the Latin Quarter, and it is October, the season of student manifestations. Les manifs are a routine feature of my Parisian neighborhood, and I usually enjoy their high-spirited revolutionary theater. Not today. The students have blocked traffic on St.-Germain and prevented Richard’s car from reaching our apartment on the rue des Écoles.

Hot and sweaty, I arrive at the terrace of the Flore. Richard is already there and, as usual these days, he is on the phone. As he is looking up, his smile momentarily lifts travel fatigue from his features. “You’re late!” he says, a hand covering the phone. He hangs up, and we kiss. Then we exhale in unison from sheer relief that we are together—and in Paris! That is how it has been for the past two years. Days stolen from a devouring job.

Richard takes out his frayed wallet to pay for our citrons pressés. “See,” he says, “it’s still here,” a faded Polaroid of the two of us in the Tuileries Garden taken in 1994, wearing matching expressions of goofy happiness. “And I still have this,” he says, proudly extracting the torn corner of a phone message pad with my sister’s Paris telephone number. In 1993, he tracked me down with that number. His amulette. “You are a ridiculously sentimental man,” I tell him.

Holding hands, we navigate between the green street cleaning machines that are already vacuuming up the debris of the street protest, as we make our way to the rue des Écoles. We have one night together. He will fly to Brussels the next day for a conference he has called on Afghanistan and Pakistan.

On this balmy fall afternoon, we are not thinking about that. It always feels right to meet in the city where we began our life together. Paris is also roughly midway between Washington and the world’s bleakest conflict zone, Richard’s diplomatic beat. Climbing the narrow, creaky stairs to our pied-à-terre reminds us of other lives we have lived—and lives we planned still to live. In Paris, we wrap our little apartment around ourselves like a blanket, and keep the world outside, barely leaving our village tucked in the shadow of the Pantheon. Tonight we have to.

I am in Paris not only to see my husband but also to launch the French edition of my new book. My book party at the American Embassy is the next night, and it will be the first such event that Richard will not attend. On this, our only evening together, we are dining with Ambassador Charles Rivkin and his wife, Susan Tolson, the hosts of my book event.

Entering the Left Bank restaurant a few hours later, we smile at the sight of a giant poster of my book cover on the glass front door. Several diners acknowledge Richard’s presence with discreet nods. He and I exchange looks of mutual pleasure and pride.

I recall a lurking feeling that things were going too well for us last year. My new book had the best reviews I ever had and I had been named a National Book Critics Circle finalist. Our children were leading productive lives, Lizzie working for the United Nations in Haiti, Chris writing his first book, Richard’s sons, David and Anthony, grown, with beautiful children of their own. Richard had the toughest assignment of his career, but it was work he loved.

I am not a prayerful person. But I recall praying in mid-2010, Please God, don’t let anything bad happen to us. This is my superstitious Hungarian side, that you are punished if you are too happy. When my late-night fears circled, my first thought was for my children. My husband was indestructible. He would always be there to pick up the pieces.

The distant war reaches out for Richard even during dinner. His phone rings and he leaves the table to talk. His soufflé—the restaurant’s specialty—is cold and flat when he returns. His phone rings again and he answers again. This time I scold him. “You are being rude.” He glowers at me and squeezes my hand hard. “You have no idea what’s going on,” he answers. “There is always something going on,” I protest. The ambassador notes Richard’s grip and shoots his wife a look. My husband catches himself. “Try this.” He offers me a forkful of his freshly remade cheese soufflé. A peace offering. I shake my head. “Oh please, it’s so good,” he coaxes me. I relent and he does not answer the next call.

Walking home from the rue de Sèvres, we stop in front of the beautiful Romanesque church of St.-Germain-des-Prés, which anchors this neighborhood. But his phone rings again and I am left to remember alone when I first learned about Romanesque churches from Richard, seventeen years ago, when we fell in love in this city.

•   •   •

I get up early the next morning. He appears a few hours later, looking sheepish and like an unkempt boy. “You are so disciplined,” he says, finding me with my nose in a book, taking notes. “I have to be,” I answer. “I am not as quick as you. Come,” I say, patting the couch where I am sprawled. “Let’s read together.” Richard has two books in his briefcase, which have traveled back and forth to Afghanistan with him for months: Rudyard Kipling’s Kim and John le Carré’s Our Kind of Traitor. “No, I’m going to buy you a new outfit for your book party,” he announces.

Both books are still on his nightstand in the rue des Écoles—unfinished.

Shopping in Paris is one of our rituals. It is the only place in the world Richard enjoys shopping. Our closets are full of Parisian purchases spanning the last decade and a half. In a chic Right Bank boutique, I parade several beautiful suits and dresses. Richard looks up from the phone and nods at the velvet suit I am modeling. “That color looks good on you,” he says. “C’est aubergine, monsieur,” the saleslady interjects. Richard has spotted some shoes of the same shade and, still on the phone, signals the lady to bring those, too. I decline the cashmere overcoat, the color of cream, that he drapes on my shoulder. “Let’s get a coffee,” I say, our time together nearly up.

On the rue de Rivoli, we squeeze into a crowded café terrace, Richard looking for shade, me for a sunny spot. “I’m sorry I can’t stay for your book party,” he says. “That’s the end of your perfect attendance record for four books,” I answer. “But you know I came just to be with you,” he says. “It won’t always be like this,” he promises. The black embassy car is at the curb; the driver is holding the door open. We kiss. It is our last time together in Paris.

From the café on the rue de Rivoli it is a short stroll to the W. H. Smith bookstore, where I now head. On the front table I see Bob Woodward’s new book, Obama’s Wars. I buy a copy and head back out into the October sunshine. At the Tuileries Garden, across the street, I pull up a wrought-iron chair and flip to the index. Holbrooke, R.: a great many listings. I turn to the one that also lists me. A wave of anger and disbelief washes over me as I read. According to Woodward, the president soured on Richard when my husband asked him to call him Richard, not Dick, at the ceremony appointing him special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan. “For Kati,” Richard explained, “who is in the audience, and who doesn’t like ‘Dick.’”

How could the president—who once requested that his friends not call him “Barry”—hold this against Richard? I am too agitated to sit for another minute in the sunny gardens. Embarrassed that I made such a big deal of my preference for Richard over Dick, a fact I made clear to him the minute we met, in 1985. Angry that such a trivial matter would turn the president against the man he just assigned his toughest foreign policy job. And then, as I head toward the Seine and home, I am overwhelmed by love for a man who would use his precious one-on-one with the commander in chief to ask a favor, for his wife! No wonder he never mentioned the Woodward book, nor brought a copy home. He was trying to protect me—as always. I have an urge to run after the limousine speeding him now to a military base outside Paris—to tell him I love him, one more time.

•   •   •

Aside from my superstitious fear that things were going too well for us, there were no signs, no portents of tragedy looming. He played tennis over Thanksgiving weekend in Southampton. We did a marathon of movies, his favorite pastime. But if I believed in signs, there was one. As Richard packed to return to Washington on that Sunday, he searched frantically for his wallet. We looked in all the usual places, emptied all pockets in his closet, and moved the bed and chest of drawers. No sign. Oh well, he said, it’ll turn up. It always has.

I returned to New York, Richard to Washington. Every time he called, he asked if his wallet had turned up. There was no money in it. He had already canceled his credit cards and replaced his security passes. Still, he was agitated that it had not turned up, as it always had in the past. Why are you so upset? I finally asked him. “It’s the picture of us in the Tuileries, and your sister’s telephone number,” he said. “I’ve had them since 1994.” The wallet has still not turned up. Like Richard, it disappeared.

He disappeared. That is how it seems to me. I had assumed that death would be a gradual transition, a passage after long illness, and sad, unhurried good-byes. Not a midlife thunderclap.

One and a half hours before his collapse we were making our Christmas plans on the phone. We were finally getting away. I made him laugh when I described an incident in the news about an overzealous Homeland Security agent at LaGuardia, accused of groping by a diplomat we did not particularly like. An international incident was in the making—though compared to the life-and-death issues on which Richard spent every waking hour, a minor one. “Oh, it feels so good to laugh,” Richard said. Just one more week, I said. “Well, don’t bother coming to Washington this weekend,” he said. “I’ll be at the White House for the president’s year-end review. Got to go meet with David Axelrod at the White House, then Hillary at State. Love you.”

Love you, too.

When he called an hour and a half later I barely recognized his voice. “I feel a pain I have never felt,” he said from the ambulance, en route to the George Washington University Hospital emergency room. This voice of deep pain was not one I had ever heard. “I have no feeling in my legs,” he said. There was fear in my husband’s voice. “I am on my way!” I shouted over the siren’s wail. Those were my last words to Richard.



CHAPTER TWO


The days and weeks that followed seem long ago. Grief distorts everything—time included. Even as I reeled from shock, the explosion of love and the tributes from all corners of the globe were a balm. Richard was a big man—in every sense of the word. Controversy was bound to dog such a large personality. Throughout his career he collided with more cautious public servants. But all of that seemed washed away now by a general disbelief at the death of such a vividly alive man.

As the wife of such a public man, my grief could not stay private. My husband was still fighting for his life following twenty-one hours of surgery to repair a dissected aorta when our friend Samantha Power, my constant companion during those days, persuaded me to leave the hospital to attend Mass with her and her three-year-old son. (I remember her babysitter gave me a St. Christopher medal, which is still in my coat pocket.) Almost the minute we sat down in the pew, my phone rang. I slipped outside to Pennsylvania Avenue to take a call from the president of Afghanistan, Hamid Karzai. “Mrs. Holbrooke,” he said, “we are praying for your husband’s speedy recovery.” I thanked him politely. After seventeen years with Richard, I knew not to waste a second with this key figure in the conflict for which my husband had given of his last measure. “You know, Mr. President, this is more than a job for Richard. It is his mission. He genuinely loves your country and your people too,” I said to the man with whom Richard had a famously fractious relationship. “Well, we need him back here, Mrs. Holbrooke,” Karzai said. “He must get better.” I thought I detected something akin to genuine emotion in his voice—but maybe I just wanted to.

As I headed back to the church, my phone rang again. The State Department Operations Center announced that Pakistan’s president, Asif Zardari, was on the line. “Kati!” he greeted me, for we had met. “I told Richard he was overdoing it! He must take it easy. He was traveling too much, and to such terrible places. Oh, I am so sorry. But he will be better. He is a strong man and we are all praying for him.” Zardari sounded like an old friend. Genuinely concerned. Human to human.

•   •   •

The third call as Samantha, her son Declan, and I were leaving the church was from President Obama. “Michelle and I are praying for you both,” the president said. “Richard is a strong man. He’ll pull through. We need him back.” The next time I left the tightly sealed world of the hospital was to attend a State Department event at which both President Obama and the secretary of state were to speak about Richard. It was a holiday party for the diplomatic corps, and Christmas carolers were circling around dignitaries and their spouses in their festive attire. I had changed my clothes for the first time since Richard was admitted, but I neither looked nor felt festive. There was still hope then, but not enough to make the sound of “Jingle Bells” anything but jarring. I felt utterly disembodied as I shook hands with State Department colleagues of Richard’s and led our children into the ornate reception room of the secretary of state. Hillary was her warm, compassionate self. She had spent hours at the hospital, often silently holding my hand as we sat waiting. It was no effort to be with someone who loved Richard as much as she did. President Obama spoke eloquently to the gathered diplomats, calling Richard the greatest diplomat of his generation, now fighting for his life. Then the president took time to speak with me and each of our four children. I have White House photographs recording this event, but subsequent events have erased the memory of what he said to me.

As we set off from the State Department for the short walk back to the hospital, a black official SUV pulled up. “Mrs. Holbrooke,” the driver said, “I am with the FBI and I was attached to your husband’s security detail in Kabul. Let me drive you back to GW.” We all climbed in, and now I wish I had noted the agent’s name. He was there when everything turned and he was a kind man.

My cell rang. “Hello, Kati, this is Farzad Najam.” “Oh hello,” I answered, trying to sound bright. “Which paper are you with,” I asked, having been told Pakistani journalists were waiting at the hospital to interview me about Richard’s condition. “Kati, this is Dr. Najam,” he said. “Oh, I apologize, Doctor,” I said, my tone slipping. Lulled by the surreal holiday party and the presidential attention, for just a moment I had stopped thinking about the doctors and the vigil in the ICU. “How far are you?” Dr. Najam asked. “A few minutes away,” I answered. “Okay, then. See you when you get back,” he said. I suppose my body language gave me away, for, though I said nothing, the previously talkative agent fell silent and picked up speed.

We trooped into the windowless room set aside for the family on the ICU floor. Dr. Najam and his team were waiting there. “Mrs. Holbrooke.” The handsome Pakistani cardiologist was now formal and, for the first time, unsmiling. “Richard is telling us he wants to go.”

I dropped my head in my hands for a minute or two. The room was very quiet. Then I followed the doctor to the ICU. “Take your time,” he said. “Take all the time you like.” The ICU felt different now. The feverish activity of the past three days had ceased. With the machines turned off, it was as quiet as a battlefield after defeat. The doctors and nurses looked grim and deflated, as they silently removed their masks. I said a few loving words to Richard, but he was no longer my Richard. Life leaves the body so quickly.

Our children followed. David, Anthony, Elizabeth, and Chris each said his own good-bye.

I crossed the hospital’s lobby, where hundreds of people had gathered—a blur of outstretched arms and tear-stained faces. How had word spread so fast?

Admiral Michael Mullen in his impressive uniform, and his wife, Debbie, gave us a lift to our Georgetown house. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs carried Richard’s clothes in what looked like a garbage bag. Samantha and her husband, Cass Sunstein, arrived with Thai food. We wept and drank and laughed for the rest of the long night, and told the stories we will be telling forever. None of us believed he was gone—least of all me. I don’t remember feeling anything at all.



CHAPTER THREE


I awoke from a drugged few hours of sleep the next morning with the same question I would ask every morning for the next few months. Did I dream this? But the worse I feel, the more decisive I tend to be. So I announced to my children and siblings, We’re packing up the house. I don’t want to come back to this place. So, still in our pajamas, using the bubble wrap and boxes provided by Richard’s assistants, we set to work.

An hour or so into our packing, President Bill Clinton dropped by, unannounced. Settling into an easy chair and, with his legendary gift for consoling the stricken on full display, he spun tales of the man he called “Holbrooke.” I loved the one of Richard coming to “interview” him in Little Rock to see if he was fit to run for president. Or the one of “Holbrooke” telling him exactly where to sit at various Balkan conferences for maximum impact. “Seating or negotiating—he always had a plan,” the president said. “Smartest man I ever met,” he said, as his eyes filled with unshed tears. And then, just as suddenly as he arrived, Clinton glanced at his watch and said, “Look at the time!” and then announced, “I have to go to Haiti,” and off he went.

We resumed packing. By day’s end, I pulled the door of the N Street house shut behind me for the last time. It had been our sanctuary and we had been happy there. I forced myself to turn around. The familiar lemon-yellow door pulled me back up the front stairs. I looked up and down the tranquil Georgetown street, as I did each morning when I stepped out to get the newspapers. I want to feel this now, I told myself. I want to remember. It was dark and cold when we headed for Union Station and back to New York.



CHAPTER FOUR


My family got me through Christmas. My sister and brother, my two children and nephews never left me for a single day or night. My sister cooked Hungarian dishes she learned from our mother and grandmother, while my brother played the piano. My children, grieving still for their father who died four years before, understood what I was going through: shock, alternating with high spirits at having the people I most loved near me. Sleepless nights left me groggy and weepy all day. Somehow, the snow that kept falling, wrapping the world in shades of gray and muffling the noisy city, helped. So did my nephew Mathieu’s newborn, Lucien. We bought a sleigh and took turns pulling him in Central Park. Hours spent digging our car out from under fresh mountains of snow were a welcome distraction. Mostly we did what families whose lives have suddenly been upended do: we talked about past Christmases, with Richard, with Mama and Papa, and with my children’s father, Peter. The Missing.

•   •   •

After the Christmas holidays, I returned to Washington for Richard’s memorial at the Kennedy Center. One week before his death, he and I had crossed the same red-carpeted lobby to attend Washington’s most glamorous annual event, the Kennedy Center Honors. The capital’s entire establishment turns out for this, Washington’s equivalent of the Oscars. Holding hands, we greeted senators and cabinet members. Suddenly Richard noticed the bulky silhouette of a man standing alone, the space around him cleared. The capital’s way of marking a nonperson. C’mon, Richard said, pulling me toward Congressman Charles Rangel. “Hey, Charlie,” Richard said to the freshly disgraced congressman facing ethics charges. “Let me introduce my wife, Kati.” After some idle chatter, we took our leave of Rangel. Richard, a veteran of Washington’s sometimes cruel local customs, often said it’s the people who are suddenly down and out that we always have to be nice to. It’s easy to be nice to those on the up-and-up.

Greeting scores of friends and colleagues, we made our way to our seats. I am trying now to recall how good it felt to be part of our couple. Just a few months before, we had been honored by the Asia Society as one of five Great Couples. How long ago it now seems. In accepting the award, I had said I had no idea how I would get anything done without Richard’s support.

•   •   •

One month after that glittering evening, as I held tight to my children’s hands, we entered the Kennedy Center. I noticed a tall, blond woman, alone and hunched inside her black coat. In Washington you notice people who are trying not to be noticed at public events. Diane Sawyer—Richard’s partner for many years before I came into his life. She had written me the briefest and most generous note. “At the core of Richard Holbrooke,” Diane wrote, “was his deep love for you.” I walked over to her to say thank you. Tears were streaming down her face and we exchanged a wordless embrace.

Our friend George Stevens, the producer of the Kennedy Center Honors, organized the memorial and it was remarkable. What President Obama, President Clinton and Secretary of State Clinton, Admiral Mullen, and former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan said about Richard belongs in the history books. Renée Fleming sang “Ave Maria” at my request and I have rarely heard anything so piercingly, heartbreakingly beautiful. Backstage, as we waited to speak, I stood with President Obama, his arm around my shoulder, looking at a photomontage of Richard projected on the stage. What struck me was how much older Richard looked in the final months than even a year before. Pictures of him with Karzai in Kabul, with various generals in Islamabad, in refugee camps and on military bases, showed a man aging before our eyes. When he was home he was happy and relaxed and I was too busy enjoying our brief reunions to notice. “He aged so much on this job,” I exclaimed. Later, I hoped the president did not take that as a rebuke. He told me he had worked on his eulogy late into the night, looking for the perfect poem by Yeats—Richard’s favorite. He was warm and easy to be with. “Well,” he said looking out at the packed Kennedy Center, “this tribute may even exceed Richard’s expectations.”

I spoke at this and the other two memorials. His death had made me feel helpless. However painful, speaking about Richard was something within my power, something I could do.

I had another reason for speaking. Most people knew Richard for his intelligence, his appetite for work and for friendship. He shared very little of his personal life—even when he was with his close friends. I wanted to fill in that missing dimension. “Richard was a very good husband,” I said at the Kennedy Center. “There were no boundaries between our personal and professional lives. We gave each other great courage—knowing the other was always there. Not a single day passed—wherever he was—without a phone call.”

Nor did we ever go to sleep on a quarrel, I thought, but I did not say this.

After the memorial, at the reception on the roof of the Kennedy Center, I shook thousands of hands. Foreign ministers, generals, ambassadors, and old friends who had traveled far to be there; I didn’t reach them all.

But my day was not yet over. The American ambassador to Afghanistan, General Karl Eikenberry, called on me at my hotel. “Our embassy—the largest in the world—is Richard’s creation,” he said, presenting me with the Stars and Stripes, which had flown half-mast over the Kabul embassy. “General Petraeus will present you the flag which flew half-mast over NATO headquarters.” I thanked him for making the long trip from Kabul to Washington to honor Richard. Some time later, the Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, presented me with the flag that had flown half-mast over the Capitol the day he died. I was moved beyond words by these gestures for a deeply patriotic man.

Pakistan’s president Zardari, who had traveled from Islamabad to attend the memorial, arrived next. I was spent from hours of publicly shared grief, but rather than an empty audience between a head of state and a new widow, this turned into a heartfelt conversation between a widow and a widower. Zardari, his eyes filled with emotion, talked about his own grief after his wife Benazir Bhutto’s assassination. “You must let yourself feel the pain, Kati,” he advised me, like an old friend. “It is good. I have not touched anything in Benazir’s room,” he said. “Her saris still hang in her closet. Her beads are where she left them on her dresser.”

We were joined by Pakistan’s ambassador to Washington, Husain Haqqani. His wife lives in Islamabad, and he was clearly affected by this unusually personal exchange. He said, “Mr. President, I would like to spend more time with my wife in the future.” Zardari smiled and said, “Yes, Husain, you should do that.” Then, in the only political note of this surprisingly personal exchange, Zardari said, “What a bad bargain Pakistan made—nurturing extremists to fight India and the Soviets.” He shook his head. “Now we are stuck with them.”

I have never used Richard’s last name, but after the Washington memorial, I reserved a table for my family at our favorite restaurant under “Richard Holbrooke.” I now understood widows who change their names to their husband’s; anything to draw the memory closer.



CHAPTER FIVE


After the memorials in Washington and at the United Nations in New York, I tried to pick up the thread of my life. The life that we had built was over. I felt cut loose from my moorings—unprotected. Who was I, if not part of a couple? My kids were grown up; Lizzie was in Haiti with only an intermittent phone connection. (“Are you ok Mom?” was a regular text message from my daughter, which made me smile.) Chris was in Brooklyn, loving and concerned. But I do not want to lean on them. I want my own life back.
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