

[image: Illustration]




BY JOHN BURNHAM SCHWARTZ


Bicycle Days


Reservation Road


Claire Marvel


The Commoner


Northwest Corner


The Red Daughter




[image: Illustration]



 

 

CORSAIR

First published in the US in 2019 by Random House
First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Corsair

Copyright © 2019 by John Burnham Schwartz

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

The Red Daughter is a work of fiction. All incidents and dialogue, and all characters with the exception of some well-known historical figures, are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Where real-life historical persons appear, the situations, incidents, and dialogues concerning those persons are entirely fictional and are not intended to depict actual events or to change the entirely fictional nature of the work. In all other respects, any resemblance to persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-4721-5507-8

Corsair

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk



 


 


 


 


FOR MY FATHER




 


 


 




IN MEMORIAM


SVETLANA IOSIFOVNA ALLILUYEVA


1926–2011







 


 


 




Stalin was the father of Russia.
All children adored him.


—PHOTO CAPTION, STALIN MUSEUM, GORI, GEORGIA







 


 


PART ONE




 

 


EDITOR’S FOREWORD


Her face was staring up at me from the front page of The New York Times. On the right edge of the grainy black-and-white photograph taken at Kennedy Airport that day forty-four years earlier, I could just make out the crescent-shaped smudge that had been the tip of my elbow, before I’d been digitally amputated from the frame. For years a copy of the original picture, with me still included, had hung on the wall of my law office, signed “To Peter with love.” Clients would frequently remark on it, such was her fame in those days.


“She’s really the daughter of Joseph Stalin?”


“Yep, she really is.”


“Jesus. Can you imagine what that must’ve been like?”


No, actually. The Great Famine, the Great Purge, the Great Terror . . . Stalin guilty of the murder—it’s clear now, if it wasn’t fully so at the time—of more than twenty million of his people through mass political executions, Gulag labor camps, enforced starvation, deportations, and other means. Of course, through much of this his daughter, Svetlana, had been just a girl—Daddy’s Little Housekeeper, as the dictator used to call her with tender affection. Many of her own family members had disappeared with the others.


She’d first defected while on a Kremlin-sponsored trip to India. From there, with covert American assistance, she’d managed to get to Switzerland, where she was forced to wait for months while the United States decided whether we would accept her. In 1967, at the height of the Cold War, Stalin’s daughter was seen by many in the CIA and State Department as too radioactive to handle, likely to upset the fragile balance of nuclear forces thought to be keeping the world, if only barely, from self-annihilation.


Meanwhile, one evening in Princeton, New Jersey, George Kennan, the greatest diplomat and Russia analyst of his era, was playing bridge with his neighbor Lucas Wardlow, Senior Partner of the Manhattan law firm Wardlow Jenks & Hayes and, as it happened, my employer and mentor. Which was how I came to be witness when, in the middle of a three no-trump bid, Kennan let Wardlow in on a secret then known to only a handful of people in the world: Svetlana Alliluyeva (she’d taken her mother’s family name after her father’s death in 1953) was in possession of the only manuscript of her unpublished “memoir.” Kennan asked Wardlow, with the State Department’s blessing, to look into arranging for possible publication of the book.


First, however, the U.S. government would have to agree to admit the author to our country. That very evening Kennan phoned the Attorney General’s office in Washington and requested that a meeting of the various “interested parties,” as he called them, be scheduled for the end of the week. Wardlow was to be there. Seeing my chance, I suggested to my boss that having me at the meeting as his assistant could be of practical benefit. To my surprise, he agreed.


As it turned out, on the day of the meeting I was not the only “young” man in the AG’s office. A CIA officer named Dick Thompson, a Yale grad about my own age with an affable but obscure manner and a noticeable limp, nodded to me as his superior from Langley launched into a speech about how the Soviets were likely to react if we took in Stalin’s daughter and then published her memoir on the eve of the fiftieth anniversary of the October Revolution. “Brezhnev will blow his fucking top. As a matter of fact, Langley’s already picking up serious chatter about Russian plans to assassinate Svetlana while she’s still on Swiss soil.”


“Hold on a second,” Kennan broke in impatiently. “Don’t tell me we’re going to turn away the single most important Soviet defector in our country’s history?”


“Not our business,” the AG replied. “The United States government cannot officially be seen to be involved in this matter in any way.”


“Officially?” Kennan repeated, nailing home his point.


There was a knowing pause, an understanding in the room; then the renowned Russia expert shot a glance at Wardlow, who demanded a phone and placed a call. Within the hour a deal had been struck with Harper & Row for world publishing rights to the first memoir by the only daughter of Joseph Stalin for one and a half million U.S. dollars. This was the offer of welcome that would be presented to Svetlana Alliluyeva in return for her promise not to actively engage with her former nation while living in this one. Her father might be officially discredited in the Soviet Union, but never in the history of the world had there been a ghost with such stubborn and malevolent power over his traumatized people. No, she must not needlessly antagonize. Her presence would be enough. Her presence and her voice, captured in a book read and analyzed by millions of Americans and, eventually, by free people everywhere. Besides which, the woman would be rich. If that didn’t make her feel American, the men in Washington believed, nothing would.


However, it was not Lucas Wardlow who clandestinely traveled to Switzerland to smuggle the Cold War’s most famous defector out of that country and into ours. The eminent attorney was feeling his age; these days he preferred golfing at the Princeton Country Club to the cloak-and-dagger stuff. I, on the other hand, was thirty-four, married and with a young daughter, and—perhaps most relevant—considerably closer to the subject-in-question’s own age of forty-one.


Wardlow phoned me at home during dinner to check that my passport was up to date. I confirmed that it was. “Good,” he said, “because you’re leaving tomorrow afternoon. Keep your eyes open. You’ll be flying home under a different name.”


The next day, still as Peter Horvath, I flew to Frankfurt and took a taxi to the rail station, where I boarded a train to Basel. In Basel, I was met by a Swiss Italian gentleman, distinctly courteous, who I was to understand was head of the “Eastern Section of the Swiss Intelligence Facility.” Over coffee, he calmly made the observation that the Soviets would rather kill Svetlana on Swiss soil than see her handed over to the Americans; kill me too, was the implication. He then put me on the train to Zurich and waited patiently on the platform, a faint half smile on his very correct face, until he was sure the train had left the station with me still aboard.


In Zurich, a discreet Swiss lawyer picked me up at the station and drove me to a “motel” (I seemed to be the only guest) near the airport. It was almost midnight. He advised me in his clipped German-English to get some sleep as “they” would be coming for me at half past five. With these words of good night he left me and, after locking my flimsy door and securing it with a tipped desk chair (I too had seen The Third Man and read The Spy Who Came In from the Cold), I collapsed on my bed with my eyes wide open.


Six hours later, wearing a clean shirt but the same suit and tie, I was led by an armed guard into a small windowless room in the departures terminal at Zurich Airport. Seated at a table were yet another Swiss “lawyer” (likely a secret service agent of some kind) and a pretty woman roughly my own age with pink cheeks and a head of thick red hair worn in a short, full style that, while feminine and attractive on her, nonetheless—to my mind, anyway—suggested an upper-echelon Eastern Bloc aesthetic.


“Mr. Staehelin?” Svetlana Alliluyeva said to me in a strong Russian accent, a lively smile on her face.


I stared dumbly at her.


“Our passports,” she explained in clear, excellent English. “We are the happy couple?”


“Yes!” I blurted out, suddenly remembering the names on our false documents. “Right. Sorry. I’m Mr. Staehelin. And you must be Mrs. Staehelin?”


By now I was smiling too, unable to help myself. Her Russian-accented English was rich and charming. Her blue, brown-streaked eyes radiated intelligence and an unfiltered vivacity that hit me where I stood. Her figure—in a gray skirt-suit that flattered without trying—was athletic, full-breasted but trim.


“I’ve come a long way to find you,” I heard myself saying.


“Yes,” she confirmed, “it is the same for me.”


Her smile retreated then, and I could only wonder at the life, and the woman, behind it.


We were the last people to board the plane. At my request, the Swiss stewardess brought us each a vodka martini almost as soon as we took our seats in the first-class cabin.


“Cheers, Mr. Staehelin.” Svetlana winked at me, raising her glass, her smile now willfully brave.


“Cheers, Mrs. Staehelin.” My own attempt at a wink felt more like a grimace.


Then we clinked glasses like astonished, intimate strangers who have just robbed a bank together and are escaping with the loot in broad daylight. But what sort of loot was this?


Too late to ask the question: we were already in the air.


An hour into the journey, the stewardess murmured in my ear that the pilot would like a word. I followed her to the cockpit—and there was accosted by a grim-faced aeronaut in a crisply pressed uniform who, for a Swiss, appeared apoplectic. No one had warned him of the dangerous, incendiary cargo he was carrying—he’d only just now learned the news from the control tower in New York. The daughter of Joseph Stalin? Had he known, he would have refused to fly and faced the professional consequences. But now, obviously, this was no longer possible. We would have to hope that we were not all blown out of the sky by the fucking Soviets. And then on landing—if we landed—there would be the press to deal with. But that would no longer be his or his country’s problem—no, from then on it would be America’s problem. Good day to you, sir.


On my way back to my seat, even more rattled, I ordered second martinis for Mrs. Staehelin and myself. Having some inkling now of the historic madhouse awaiting us at Kennedy (more people to greet her, it would turn out, than were there for the Beatles in ’64), I offered to help her write out a simple public statement. But with a firm, confident set to her expression that, like the sadness buried in even her most winning smile, I would come to know better, Svetlana assured me that when the moment arrived she would feel most comfortable speaking her own words.


We finished our second round of drinks. Then she turned to me, hand warm on my arm and tears in her eyes, and confessed that at this moment she was missing her dear brother Yakov terribly. Yakov, captured by the Germans during the war, whose father, the Supreme Commander of the Soviet Republic, had refused to exchange him for a captured Nazi general, leaving him to die in a concentration camp. She never saw him again, the one brother she truly loved.


“You are like him,” Svetlana insisted. “You are like my Yakov.”


I could only shake my head. Because though I never knew this dead brother of hers and in fact hardly knew her yet, I believe I already understood that it was not her brother I hoped one day to be.


It was three weeks after I’d seen Svetlana’s obituary in The New York Times—mid-December, 2011, now, the early-darkening air just above freezing—when the UPS man rang my bell.


“Got two boxes for you today, Mr. Horvath—good-size.” He checked the return labels before handing them over. “Looks like somebody in Spring Green’s wishing you happy holidays.”


I stared at him: I had been to Spring Green, Wisconsin, only once in my life, for a wedding in the spring of 1970.


“Thanks, Mario. Happy holidays.”


I closed the door. My breath was starting to come shallow and quick. I half-carried, half-dragged the boxes into my living room one at a time, then cut the first open with a pocketknife. My hands were trembling.


A thick layer of bubble wrap obscured the weighty contents of the box. On top of the bubble wrap was a letter.




Dear Mr. Horvath,


Following instructions from my mother’s lawyer in Spring Green (a man she contacted through the yellow pages, apparently), I’m sending you all the papers and notebooks that were found in her apartment after her passing last month. In her will—copy attached to this note—you are listed as her literary executor. As you know, my mother and I had a pretty complicated relationship. I doubt there was any other sort of relationship to have with her, frankly. I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.


I’ve chosen not to read these journals of hers. That might strike you as weird or coldhearted, but I have a son of my own now, with his own name, and I don’t want him tainted by association with that monster, the grandfather I never met. I never read her memoir for the same reason. It’s not my son’s fault who his relatives are. Just as it wasn’t my mother’s fault.


Whatever you decide to do with this material, I’d rather not know about it. I hope you can understand that this isn’t personal—you were always kind to me when I was younger. If by some unfortunate turn of events you end up publishing part or all of these contents, please give any profits to a local arts organization or a charity for the homeless. I don’t want the money for myself or my family.


I loved my mother very much. I know you did too, in your way. And she loved you. Even if it was never very easy, ever, for either of us. Because that’s how she was.


I think it’s safe to say that, except maybe for the nanny who raised her, you and I were the only two people who ever really understood her.


There were times I wanted to pity my mom, but she wouldn’t let me. She had such a deep heart, and so many wounds, and this crazy courage that never gave up or let go. She could be fierce. She loved her children—all of us, however it may have looked to the outside world. She survived her life, which under the circumstances is maybe sort of heroic. And she came to know, finally, what real love was. Yes, I believe she did.


    Thank you.


Yours sincerely,


Jacob “Yasha” Evans





Inside the same envelope as Jacob “Yasha” Evans’s letter was the original copy of the Last Will and Testament of his mother, Lana Evans, formerly known as Svetlana Alliluyeva; formerly known, before that, as Svetlana Stalina.


The document was written in English on one of those generic forms that can be bought at certain stationery or copy stores or downloaded from the Internet for a few dollars, signed by her and witnessed by a notary public in Spring Green in the early autumn of 2011. It left Svetlana’s limited possessions and all her “private journals” to her son Jacob “Yasha” Evans. These journals were to be organized and “made into catalog” by her “appointed Literary Executor Peter Horvath, Esquire, of Princeton, New Jersey.” It was very like Svetlana, I thought, to consider her appointments firm and binding regardless of whether the appointee had ever been notified of his position.


That was the end of her will; but it was not the end of the document, whose final page, I realized only as I came to it, was a letter, also written in English. I recognized Svetlana’s handwriting at once—the way the P of my name seemed to lean down over the letters that followed, as if not sure whether to scold or to embrace:




My Dearest Peter,


You will be surprised by all this. But you promised me, remember? On the plane from Zurich. You ordered vodka martinis from the stewardess for us both and I asked what is it and you said it’s only the greatest drink in world. All night and into the morning we drank, I was too frightened and excited to sleep, then finally out the blue window we saw your tiny island with its strange name: Block Island. My first sight of America. You said you had a summer house there. I must come and stay with you and your family. And I thought to myself, Americans, they are all like this? Come to my house, live with my family. Come inside, welcome. So that summer I stayed on Block Island with you. I saw your daughter, Jean, run naked on the rocks. Martha in her tennis skirt. We ate lobster over newspaper. You showed me American fishing. I took my first shower outdoors. You and I, we drank that evening on your porch. I know you remember.


But here is the thing, Peter: my father’s cage turned out to be attached to me. It went where I went. Years passed and the bars turned from gold to brass, but never disappeared. I feel them still in my breast now as I write these private words that I have been writing ever since I first came to this country so many years ago—this country that you brought me to with your own hands and heart.


Here they are, Peter. My other words, for what they are worth. I hope you know what to do with them. Since I do not.


Do not regret me, Peter. You I will never regret. I would take that flight again if I could, your hand on my arm, wherever we land.


Your loving


Svetlana





In all, there were twenty-eight identical school-ruled notebooks with cardboard covers. Every page of every book filled with her Russian. They sat in my study for several months—unread, obviously, since I have never learned the language.


And then one day I received a reply to an ad I’d placed at the back of Princeton’s alumni magazine asking for a native-speaking Russian translator with experience. Vera Dubov is currently Visiting Lecturer in the Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures at Princeton University. She worked tirelessly on this challenging project for the better part of a year, and I am indebted to her for bringing Svetlana’s private world to life with the tone, rhythms, and emotion that I recognize as true. Reading my dearest friend translated from her own Russian allowed me to realize for the first time, with a force that still takes me by surprise, that until now I had known her only in her second language, that is in English, which, while accomplished, could never possibly show the whole of her.


Now that woman has been revealed to me. What else can I be but grateful? Yes, grateful and moved.


What you are about to read, then, is a selection of Svetlana’s private journals, made by me, from those twenty-eight notebooks that she put in my trust after her death.


I wish to emphasize that all “editorial notes” in this volume are mine alone. If in the end they strike the reader as more intimate and personal in nature than would be expected under such circumstances—giving my own story, as it were, mingled with hers—I make no apologies. I may call myself her editor, but that is not what I was.


There are things I’m trying to understand while there is still time. She might be gone, but I am still here. I still have my feelings. I still want to know—sometimes I think I do know—who she really was, and what, in the end, we were together.




PETER HORVATH
Princeton, NJ
April 2015







 


THE PRIVATE JOURNALS OF SVETLANA ALLILUYEVA


1967


 


23 April


Locust Valley, New York


3:40 A.M.


My father would have had me killed for what I’ve done. And then he never would have given me another thought.


People believe that because my mother died how and when she did, and because my father became what he became, that he alone must be the mountain in my life—the immovable object that I can neither climb nor see around.


Why I have made this choice to abandon my two children and my home to wake in this foreign darkness, in this strange country, in a stranger’s strange house.


But people are wrong. They will always be wrong. My father is not the mountain.


My father is the shadow on the mountain that keeps me from seeing the mountain.


The mountain is my mother.


_____


Instead of actual memories I’m left only with impressions, stolen from photographs or the odd letter, of a strong dark-haired young woman with a wide oval face, full mouth, and the saddest eyes I have ever seen. When she was angry or disappointed, it could be as if a translucent shutter had slid down over those eyes, a shutter not from outside but from within her; I remember feeling a terrible cold distance where I wished she had been. I remember her voice saying to my brother Vasily and me, The more time you have, the lazier you are. I remember her rapping my knuckles raw one day when she discovered that I’d cut up her new tablecloth with a pair of shears. I remember almost never being with her, yet sensing her firm committed presence everywhere I turned, an omnipresent shadow that I could see but not hold. I remember the scent of her French perfume—which my father hated, since it was a luxury, and which she wore anyway, fiercely protective of this one personal indulgence—still lingering on my pillow the mornings after those very rare nights when she would stay with me and stroke my head as I fell asleep.


Nadezhda Alliluyeva met Josef Stalin when he was twenty-five and she was a toddler of two; he was a family friend, so the story went, and saved little Nadya from drowning. She wouldn’t see him again until she was sixteen; by then she was at least as devout a Communist as he was, as well as beautiful and fearless. And he was a hero to many. Yes, in those days of Civil War following the Bolshevik victory, when the fate of the Great Revolution was still uncertain, my father was in the throes of establishing himself as Lenin’s Man of Steel. He asked Nadya to accompany him to Tsaritsyn (soon to be Stalingrad) as his personal secretary, an offer she accepted without hesitation, since she was probably already in love with him.


Two years later, in the thick of the growing cult of violence of which my father was the unquestioned conductor, they were married.


I was six months old when she first tried to leave him. This was in 1926, and her disillusionment over what he was then becoming must have been profound. She and my nurse packed up five-year-old Vasily and me and piled us all onto a train to Leningrad, where we moved in with my grandparents. We would start new lives, free of his tyranny! Yet several days later, when my father telephoned, beside himself, enraged, beseeching, threatening to come fetch us himself, my mother quickly relented, all the while insisting that we would return by ourselves, without his bloody help, so as to save the cost to the State.


Until I was sixteen, I was led to believe that her sudden death on the night of 8 November 1932, was caused by a ruptured appendix. I was not alone: the entire nation believed this.


Then one day, ten years after the fact, I happened across an article in a British magazine that referred to my mother’s death as a suicide. Joseph Stalin’s second wife, I read, had shot herself in the heart in her bedroom, where she had gone after my father publicly humiliated her at a state dinner. And this had always been known by certain people in my father’s inner circle, it was reported, including my dear nurse, Alexandra Andreevna, who had raised me from the moment I was born.


I went straight to my nurse and demanded that she tell me everything she knew about my mother’s death. Weeping from shame and grief, Alexandra Andreevna did as I asked. And so I learned not only that the magazine article was true but that my mother had left behind a suicide note for my father in which she called him a monster and a murderer. Those had been her exact words. She had cursed him and declared that she would never forgive him for destroying the soul of the Party and, with it, her hope for a better world for her and her children. Then she had shot herself and left her dead body for him to find.


I am playing outside by myself one morning when my nurse approaches, kisses my forehead, says, Come, we must put on different clothes now. And in these different clothes I am driven in a state car to an official building in Moscow, a large hall with a ceiling like a reaper’s blade overhead, where many adults, some of them acquaintances and relatives I recognize, stand in hushed black poses. I am taken by the hand, led through ghoulish, whispering silhouettes to a long black box the length and width of a grown-up person. The box has a carved lid on hinges, propped open. I see blood-red silk, unfamiliar clothing, and my mother’s ghost-white face—


I step back and begin to scream.


Returning with my nurse to Zubalovo (our dacha in Usovo, less than thirty kilometers outside Moscow, which all my life had been the happiest of places), I discovered that my father had ordered the tree house that Mother designed for Vasily and me in the woods by the playground dismantled. The playground itself was gone too, nothing left but a patch of sand on the ground to suggest it ever existed.


Within weeks men in Party work clothes were completely rebuilding parts of the house, painting and reconfiguring, one by one stripping the rooms she’d inhabited of their memories. It was all state property now, maintained at government expense; and the people who worked in our households were all employees of the secret police.


The systematic process of my mother’s erasure had begun.


It was the same in Moscow, where my father exchanged our former apartment for a new one on the first floor of the Senate building in the Kremlin. Not a true residence but a cold formal office structure posing as a dwelling for warm-blooded humans, the walls so thick that small voices attempting to reach from one room to the next often died before arriving. Other than a single large photograph of my mother in the dining room, the only mementos of her that remained were relegated to my bedroom. I spent much of my time reading and drawing in the company of these silent friends, while my nurse did her sewing in her room next door. My schoolwork I did at the dining table under the lonely gaze of the woman whose living face was already becoming, to my confused recollection, a kind of shade of itself.


Beneath that same heartbroken stare my father and his regular group of wine-swilling underlings dined most evenings, the meals always beginning at six or seven and lasting till midnight. At which point without fail the vozhd was driven—in one of three cars whose routes changed nightly for security reasons—to the new dacha he was having built, just for himself, in Kuntsevo, twenty minutes away.


But merely a new residence could never be enough for a man seeking to dig the deepest possible moat between himself and the past. What was required was a house cleansed of all personal history. To this end he would have Kuntsevo rebuilt every summer for the rest of his life, keeping only one constant: the single large room on the ground level where he lived and worked. The dining table heaped with books, newspapers, documents was long enough to fit the entire Politburo, with a small clearing at one end for eating when alone. The large sofa doubled as his bed, with telephones on either side. The china cabinet was always stuffed with his various medications, which he insisted on picking out himself every morning and evening, because there was no doctor in all of Russia he believed he could trust . . .


This was the room in which—perhaps he already knew—one day he would die.


My father lived apart from us. That was his choice. By now in his fifties, his working hours increasingly strange and relentless. He could be remote, issuing detailed written instructions to his faithful bodyguard, Vlasik, on how not to spoil me.


But he was not invisible. Sundays when the weather was good he would still come to Zubalovo. On his shoulders he would carry me off the walking paths, away from the shrouded yes-men who followed everywhere, and into the forest of tall ghostly birch trees that he preferred to most human company. Hidden there like two castaways, we would sit on the leaves and enjoy a picnic lunch together.


At such times I noticed a change in him: his shoulders relaxed; his smile came more freely. Of course, I had known him to laugh once in a while when dining with his coterie of ministers—he was not without a sense of humor of his own kind, I suppose. But even as a little girl I would notice a jagged edge buried just beneath the surface of his public laughter, and how the sound of it put all those men in his presence on edge too. Alone with me, however, he seemed free of any need to prove or challenge, and consequently our infrequent visits together in those early years after my mother’s death always seemed to pass more quickly than I wanted.


He still called me his Housekeeper then.


And how is my Housekeeper? Is Housekeeper getting enough sleep and minding her nurse? Housekeeper, would you agree to pass your poor papa another piece of that good brown bread? Your poor tired papa is very hungry today, practically starving, don’t you see? Because he doesn’t have his little Housekeeper to take care of him nearly enough.


Then he might be gone again for long stretches, sometimes whole summers, during which we communicated only by letter:




Hello, Little Sparrow Hostess!


I’m sending you pomegranates, tangerines, and some candied fruit. Eat and enjoy them! I report to you, Comrade Hostess, that I was in Tiflis for one day. I was at my mother’s and I gave her regards from you. She gives you a big kiss. Well, that’s all right now. I give you a kiss.


From Svetanka-Sparrow-Hostess’s wretched Secretary, the poor peasant J. Stalin.







Hello, my dear Papochka,


How do you live and how is your health? I arrived well except that my nanny got really sick on the road. But everything is well now. Papochka, don’t miss me but get some rest and I will try to study excellently for your happiness.


Your Svetanka





He created an imaginary friend for me named Lyolka. Or at least he insisted that she was my friend. Why wouldn’t she be? Lyolka was perfect in every way. She was always doing the most extraordinary things—things, my father advised, that I would do well to imitate.


Once he added a little drawing of my doppelgänger, saying it was amazing how alike we were. The girl in the drawing had braids and a snub nose and a large smiling mouth and freckles. She looked nothing like me.


Lyolka became my secret enemy.




To My Hostess Svetanka:


You don’t write to your little papa. I think you’ve forgotten him. How is your health? You’re not sick, are you? What are you up to? Have you seen Lyolka? How are your dolls? I thought I’d be getting an order from you soon, but no. Too bad. You’re hurting your little papa’s feelings. Never mind. I kiss you. I am waiting to hear from you.


Little Papa





It is summer. Another letter: an invitation, finally, to join him in Sochi for a couple of weeks. Will Lyolka be there?


Down by the barnacled rocks where the Black Sea never stops pounding, Papa plucks a sea urchin out of a tidal pool and turns it over to show me its gummy, feminine mouth. He says to be careful of the sharp spines but not to fear them. Remember, Little Sparrow, he instructs me, there is always a part of every creature that Nature fails to protect. To show what he means, hardly moving his arm, he grinds his thumb into the soft exposed flesh with such pressure that it breaches the glistening buttery muscle and, with a sickening crack, splits the spined shell on the other side.


Papa, you’re bleeding! I cry out.


He drops the ruined creature on the rocks, crushing and smearing it under his boot. Sucking blood from his fingers, he turns and walks away, knowing I will follow.


Perched like a squat little doll on the lap of Lavrentiy Beria, newly elected member of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and known to be the vozhd’s most trusted subordinate, I watch my father swallow an oyster with one deft scoop of his strong blunt hand. How like a shark he feeds himself carelessly, never tasting the food, his attention darkly riveted by papers and charts spread over the round stone table on the terrace outside his summer dacha. Of course, it doesn’t occur to me that these must be food production numbers: thousands, millions, starving to death in the countryside, though no one dares speak or write of it.


My father’s face is a fist. Without looking, he tosses the empty shell back on the ice-covered tray.


And now, from behind me, Beria’s hand emerges: the lithe manicured fingers of a knife artist. His arm brushes my ribs, then retracts holding a plump, glistening oyster on its shell—someone’s stolen gray tongue. I listen to it being slurped down inches from my ear, smelling the seawater in which it lived, mixed now with the sickening taint of Beria’s breath. The sunlight reflecting off his pince-nez. The cunning smack of his lips practically inside my head.


A starving man is no threat, he observes to the vozhd, the oysters already decomposing in their stomachs. And my father in his simple peasant tunic doesn’t bother to contradict him, says nothing. Closed for business. With a twitch of nervous satisfaction, Beria lights a cigarette.


I am being taught to swim by a military instructor. My father observing me from the rocky beach, Beria a human tuning fork beside him. Out in the water the instructor’s strong hands let me go: I begin to sink, mouth and throat filling with liquid salt, which is the drowning taste—I know this even then—of the black sea of my mother’s absence.


Swim, Housekeeper, swim! That’s an order! My father walks away, not waiting to see whether or not I will obey him and live. It’s half-amusing to him, this idea of his giving me, his bossy little Housekeeper, an order. Beria, meanwhile, round lenses of his pince-nez silvered like coins in the sunlight, never cracks a smile. He lingers behind a few moments, hoping to see my arms flail and my legs thrash and my head go under once more. But I refuse to give him that pleasure. I will swim, or I will die.


Bravo, calls the snake in his snake’s voice when I finally crawl and gasp my way onto the shore.


He makes sure to say it loud enough for the vozhd to hear. Unfortunately for him, no one is listening.


As the vozhd’s only daughter and Little Hostess, she who (at that time, anyway, and aided by that doll-master of perfection Lyolka) could do no wrong, I was to a large extent removed from direct experience of my father’s increasingly vindictive temper. My brothers, however, were not so fortunate; you might say that our father’s nose for human frailty was not mere sport, but a form of insatiable hunger. It could hardly be coincidence that Vasily began drinking heavily at the age of thirteen; or that by the age of twenty, in 1941, good-looking, arrogant, thin-skinned, and hysterically insecure, he had become both a raging alcoholic and a colonel in the Red Air Force. I tried never to be alone with him.


But it was Yakov, my Georgian half brother, nineteen years older, gentle and shy, from the first marriage to Kato Svanidze (a dark beauty who died of typhus six months after giving birth), who paid the steepest price. My father would not agree to even meet his firstborn until Yakov was sixteen—and then only because my mother threatened to leave him if he did not exhibit, at minimum, this basic sense of decency. So they brought him into their sphere, if not exactly their home. My mother grew to love her stepson, I believe, and worried about him. But my father would not relent. He bullied the young man with the quiet nature who looked, everyone said, so much like his mother; no opportunity was missed to remark on some perceived failing, some weakness or slowness. When Yakov’s first daughter died in infancy, our father’s silence rang like a personal indictment. And sometime afterward, when Yakov’s despair led him to attempt suicide with one of his father’s pistols, only to flinch at the last moment so that the bullet missed its intended target, that great deep heart, and passed straight through to his other side, leaving him badly wounded but still alive, my father’s contempt knew no bounds. Weakling! he snarled. Look at you! You can’t even shoot like a man!


But eventually Yakov did learn how to shoot, oh yes: he became a soldier. And when war with Germany was declared, he chose to prove himself by volunteering for the front the very next day. Our father’s parting message to him was to publicly declare that his son was to be shown no special treatment of any kind—not on the battlefield or anywhere else.


A month later, Yakov and his unit were captured by the Germans. During the next four years, the enemy made numerous attempts to engage the Supreme Commander of the Soviet Republic in a prisoner-of-war exchange for his son, but Josef Stalin refused every offer.


Reports on the death of Yakov Iosifovich Dzhugashvili (our father’s birth surname, before he began to call himself Stalin) are now, as they were then, impossible to verify. Some vow that he was shot by German camp guards as he attempted to escape from the concentration camp in which he’d spent the last four years. Others swear that one frigid, endless night, mustering whatever reserves of strength he had left, he threw himself against the electrified razor wire surrounding the camp and, hanging there as if crucified, was electrocuted to death before his captors’ bullets could touch him.


The only thing that is absolutely certain is that he never returned.


I once overheard my aunt Anna, my mother’s sister, saying to my uncle Stanislav, through a closed door that I should never have been anywhere near, What about exile?


And he replied, We don’t have exile. We just disappear.


Stanislav was executed in 1940. Eight years later, Anna was arrested. The only thing my father mistrusted more than strangers was family.


The vozhd’s death, in 1953, finally liberated my aunt, but she was never the same. More and more over the years, she found it threatening to leave her little apartment. Every day she sat in the same chair in the same room and said the same things, her thoughts magnetically sealed inside her imprisonment, which had grown more real to her than her life. It was as if she too had never returned.


_____


But I can’t know any of this yet. It is August 1942, I am sixteen, and my head is filled with my own concerns.


Word comes: I am summoned to dinner at Kuntsevo, the rarest of invitations. Why this evening in particular? I am not told. My nurse, Alexandra Andreevna, insists I wear the longer skirt, the one that falls well below my knee. I am still a schoolgirl, reading all the time, half in love with Mayakovsky and Dostoyevsky and Chekhov. Yet when the summons from my father comes, without so much as a whiff of irony, I put on the longer dress and go.


I enter the room and there is a bald man, round and full-fleshed, wearing formal clothes and smoking a preposterously large cigar, which he holds between the thick second and third fingers of his right hand. The room pungent with his cultured, foreign smoke. And because of the nature of that smoke, though I am still ignorant of the identity of the man producing it, I become aware that for the first time my father has invited me to witness a meeting of the highest diplomatic importance.


Prime Minister, my father announces in his gruff voice nonetheless warmed by a certain strategic pride in showing off his domestic qualities for his visitor, this is my only daughter, Svetlana, the youngest and bossiest of my children. Quite bright and opinionated she is. Always telling me what to do and not do with myself. And most of the time I listen—isn’t that so, Svetlana? Now give greetings to Mr. Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of our ally Great Britain.


Mr. Winston Churchill smiles at my father, his manner at once perfectly jolly and perfectly grim. Allow me to say, Mr. Stalin, that you are a most fortunate man to have such a charming, sharp-minded adviser at your constant disposal. And redheaded. My dear—he turns to me, gesturing with the glowing eye-tip of his cigar about his hairless round skull—I was a redhead too, you know. But look what the war has done to me.


Moments later, I am ushered out of the room.


It is years hence, of course, that I come to understand the reason for Churchill’s unexpected visit to Kuntsevo that night, and why my father might have wanted to present me to him. The Prime Minister had come in person to discuss strategy, but really to deliver the unwelcome news that the Allies were delaying still further any attempt to establish a second front in the war in Western Europe—meaning there would be no immediate relief for the USSR in our bloody struggle against Hitler in the Eastern campaign, which was on the verge of annihilating our country. Even now, I confess I am rather moved by the thought that my father could have been desperate enough to imagine that trotting out his redheaded Housekeeper (who in truth was no longer that girl) before Democracy’s great aristocratic orator might have been enough to tilt history’s compass in his favor. In any event, I was quickly dismissed from the room, and then from Kuntsevo altogether, and many more thousands, indeed millions, of human beings would go on to lose their lives in the carnage presided the world over by men who smoked cigars.


Three months later, I again find myself at Kuntsevo, this time at a party thrown by Vasily. The evening has grown late. Wearing my first real dressmaker’s dress, low-heeled shoes, a garnet brooch of my mother’s, I am being guided in the fox-trot by Alexsei Kapler, a handsome and well-known Jewish filmmaker more than twice my age, with a reputation for enjoying the company of beautiful women wherever he goes.

OEBPS/images/title.png
THE RED
DAUGHTER

JOHN BURNHAM SCHWARTZ

cccccc





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘A fine and generous portrait of Stalin's daughter - a difficult,
complicated, and deeply sympathetic woman - a lustrous book’

“Intimate, intricate look at the collision of geopolitics.
with a private life: surprising and engaging from beginning to end"






