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  For my Ukrainian father, who came to America bearing memories and stories that he shared with his son.




  


  




  At what seemed like the very last moment he suddenly opened his eyes and cast a glance over everyone in the room.




  He suddenly lifted his left hand as though he were pointing to something above and bringing down a curse on us all.




  —Svetlana Alliluyeva
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CHAPTER 1





  




  Urine. Rank and rancid. Surely he hadn’t pissed himself. But the revolting, putrid smell of ammonia and the stickiness of his pajamas argued otherwise. He had laughed when his enemies shitted themselves from fear. Now his own bladder had betrayed him, and stinking piss attended his undoing. His enemies had often enough accused him of defiling the revolution, calling him the stinking gravedigger of the party. Was befoulment, then, to be his final state, he who had made Russia great again with his iron fist?




  He lay on the floor next to a copy of Pravda and his wristwatch. The desk calendar read March 1, 1953. He could see hoar frost on the windows and snow in the birch trees. In the little dining room of his dacha, Blizhny, he maintained a virtual office: a table covered with documents and newspapers, an array of special phones, a radio, a gramophone, and on a small end table a bottle of Narzan mineral water, to which he normally added ten drops a day of tincture of iodine on the advice of a veterinarian—he distrusted doctors—who had told him it worked wonders for hypertension.




  From the hallway he thought he heard Valentina Istomina, his faithful housekeeper, call “Koba.” No, he must have misheard. Valechka had left Blizhny for the day, and she would have called him Josif, even though Koba was his favorite nickname. For safety’s sake, revolutionaries used different aliases. His had come from the main character in his favorite Georgian novel, The Killer of the Father. But he also answered to “Vozhd,” “Boss,” “Soso,” “Dear father,” and, among other flattering names, “Man of Steel.”




  Another odor, this one strangely sweet, arrested his attention. On the table lay his treasured cherry root pipe, smelling of “Herzegovina Flor,” his favorite tobacco. No ordinary leaf, it was found only in cigarettes, and had come to Moscow in the nineteenth century by way of Java and Herzegovina. He relished the flavor of the tobacco, but as a man of the people, he could hardly smoke a cigarette associated with the upper classes. So he would shred two Herzegovina cigarettes and fill his pipe with the pungent tobacco.




  A map of the Soviet Union hung on the wall. Stalin extended an arm toward it and tried to say, “I am dying, Russia, dying,” but the creeping paralysis on his right side had reduced his speech to inarticulate sounds. His mind, though, remained clear and, like the cinema he so loved, he pictured scenes from the life he had led, particularly domestic scenes. Through a process of association, he began mentally scripting his own movie: the setting, the plot, the dialogue, the principals, and especially the ill-fated marriages that had envenomed his life before the real poisoner had spiked his water with a lethal dose of the blood thinner Warfarin.




  He knew that in his movie the imaginary and the real would sometimes clash, but he reasoned that as a filmmaker, he couldn’t let the truth obstruct the narrative. Besides, he preferred fantasy to fact. The former would allow him to roam freely; the latter would constrain him, binding him to the evidence. He liked the idea of many voices, with different ranges and tones, appearing in discrete scenes. At the end, he would splice them together. But he quickly realized that in addition to personal voices, he would need a kind of voice-over to provide context, since most of his audience would lack the background to appreciate his story.




  Having spent innumerable hours watching films, he knew what he liked. In fact, he had a particular film in mind from which he drew inspiration for his own life: Sergei Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible, Part I. Now here was filmmaking he could identify with, a historical story that reflected current conditions and persons. Just as Tsar Ivan found himself besieged by the Boyars, who refused to accept the idea of a unified power and treacherously prepared for an invasion of Russia by her western neighbors, the Soviets, too, had to forge a nation from disparate loyalties, tribes, religions, and clans, to say nothing of having to fight off the invading armies of the Third Reich in the early 1940s. And just as Ivan was made “terrible” by the conditions around him, so too Stalin felt the need for desperate measures to keep the country intact. In Stalin’s Marxist interpretation of the film, he saw a justification for the purges, the prison camps, and the killings. By changing the society around him, Ivan made monarchy a progressive step toward national development. By ridding the country of “enemies,” Stalin turned the USSR into an industrialized, self-sustaining world power. He therefore regarded Ivan the Terrible as an exemplar of the steely leader who forged a united country in the crucible of violence.




  Stalin flashed back to Eisenstein’s opening scene, where the young Ivan is cowering in terror. It was painfully reminiscent of his treatment at the hands of his father, who often beat him, as his mother tried to ward off the blows. Both he and Ivan had begun their reigns from a position of weakness; both had taken years to establish their supremacy. He regarded the movie as a choric commentary on his life.




  Quick fade-in.




  In the gloom a bright spot of light picks out an eight-year-old boy, crouching tearfully in a corner.




  The camera approaches him swiftly.




  Close-up: the frightened face of the boy.




  Off-screen: the anguished scream of a woman.




  He had thought so well of the film that he approved of Eisenstein making Part II, which would diminish the role of the tsar and employ socialist realism to tell the story of the people. But he hated the result, calling the film pretentious, and castigated its style.




  He had never shied away from chastising artists. Not even the members of the Politburo were immune to his hectoring. He felt that by orchestrating meetings with his aides, he kept them from political heresy. Every Soviet cabinet member with a medal on his chest opined about the state of the world and imagined himself a philosopher. It was all too easy to forget the party line and get off track. He therefore regarded his interruptions and intrusions as instructive. In his memory movie, wherever he found it necessary to add a choric voice, he would mimic his advice to the Politburo: “Never forget the importance of authority and leadership, without which unity is impossible.”




  During conversations in the Politburo, when his influence seemed lost in a haze of theory, he felt as if his years of dedication to the simple and true had been vitiated by dunderheads. Why were his ideas not second nature to these people? Had he not imbued them with correct Soviet thinking? Surely no one could fail to understand the quintessence of Stalinism: its strength, its beauty, its lasting value. But lest his movie become too didactic, he would concentrate not on the political but on the personal, so that viewers could see for themselves that the faults ascribed to him had their source in others, and that he had been victimized by events beyond his control, like illness and suicide, as well as that accursed novel, The Green Hat, highlighting that harlot, Iris Storm.




  As he struggled to recall the events he wished to portray, he glanced around the room, settling on a portrait of Lenin, who had ostensibly died of a stroke but had actually perished from poison administered to his tea at Stalin’s order. He justified his villainy by calling it a mercy killing: Lenin, at the time, was paralyzed and close to death. A more telling motive was Lenin’s last testament, in which the “old man,” as the Bolshevik stalwarts called him, had advised fellow party members to remove Stalin from his position as General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and to replace him with Trotsky.




  Trotsky! Speak of ingratitude. Hadn’t Stalin found a hiding place for Lenin and led him safely to Finland in the summer of 1917, following the failure of the July insurrection? And what was his reward? Rejection!




  And worst of all was Lenin’s denunciation, calling him rude and capricious, and accusing him of lacking tolerance, loyalty, politeness, and collegiality. He had even disparaged Koba as a “Great Russian nationalist,” who cared little for other nationalities, not even for his own place of birth, Georgia. Damn fool! To profess that all 180 Russian nationalities had the right of self-determination was an act of madness. For all his sins, the tsar was right when he spoke of “Russia One and Indivisible.” Lenin’s promise to give the Caucasians freedom of government, language, culture, and religion invited chaos. He, on the other hand, proceeded from the view that collective interests trumped individual ones, and that the word “union” in “Soviet Union” meant what it said: one country, united, under one government. And indeed had he not won the argument by having all the Soviet republics report to him? His policies were draconian, but they achieved what he wanted. By the end of 1941, the Baltics had lost their independence, and the Volga Germans and Leningrad Finns had been deported. A couple of years later, no one dared complain when he resettled thousands of people in the taiga: the Crimean Tatars, the Kalmyks, the Balkars, the Russified Bulgarians and Greeks, the Chechens, the Ingush, and the Karachays. Yes, he solved the problem of integrating the nationalities. He put them all under Soviet rule.




  No sentimentalist, he. Foes and friends . . . he exiled and killed them all alike. He closed his eyes on Lenin’s portrait and recollected the arrests and shootings that had started in the 1930s, when he felt the need to consolidate his power. Even family members were not exempt. They knew too much. Their gossip included revelations about his children and former wives, Kato and Nadya, both of whom died tragically. He acted on the belief that family secrets never remain secret. People remember. They talk, some even keep diaries. Only with the dead are secrets safe. Both Kato’s family and Nadya’s families were privy to Koba’s shortcomings and the location of the bodies. Occasionally, they tried to trade on their familiarity for favors. In removing them, he demonstrated his professed dislike of favoritism—and his fear of exposure.




  To this minute, he remained convinced that without the liquidation of certain groups, Russia would never have escaped the yoke of feudalism. Most of the old Bolsheviks lacked the stomach for radical change. The military establishment had designs on running the country, and resisted repressions, particularly among their own. The secret police had files on everyone, including him. Only regular purges could keep the governing organs in line. Even the Central Committee of the Communist Party needed a thorough cleansing. In fact, he had decided, no better time than the present.




  He had already demoted Vyacheslav Molotov, his former Minister of Affairs, and Anastas Mikoyan, former People’s Commissar for External and Internal Trade. Lazar Kaganovich, his dependable fixer and hit man, was living on borrowed time. And the four men, his closest aides, who had dined with him the night before, what of their fates? Not a one of them had the backbone or the balls to keep the country unified. They too would have to go.




  Stalin shivered from the cold, interrupting his train of thought; he tried to reach the blanket on the divan. His eyes again migrated to the picture of Lenin, in his familiar workman’s cap and military jacket buttoned at the neck. Those imperious and slightly Asiatic eyes, the plump cheeks, mustache, goatee, and faint smile—all suggested self-assurance and intellectual pride. What the picture failed to show was Lenin’s bald pate and growing paunch and laced-up boots with their elevated heels, as if adding an inch to his height would enhance his stature. But it was he, Stalin, who had raised Lenin to the status of a demigod and sanctified his written and spoken words, which came to twenty-eight volumes. It was he who had Lenin’s body embalmed, his corpse displayed in a mausoleum designed to look like an Egyptian pyramid in layers of red, gray, and black granite, with added platforms around the sides from which government officials could inspect parades.




  The deified Lenin provided Stalin with a cloak of invincibility. By appropriating Vladimir Ilyich Lenin’s reputation and parroting his ideas—until they no longer suited his own purposes—Stalin made himself Lenin’s natural successor. The very screenplay that Stalin was now outlining took its inspiration from Lenin’s statement that “of all the arts, for us cinema is the most important.” With an illiterate population in the millions, the fastest and easiest way to acquaint them with the modern world and with socialist values was through film. Lenin had, to his credit, ordered that special trains be outfitted with cameras and screens. They would stop at innumerable hamlets and villages to show propaganda films in the form of newsreels. The movie Stalin currently envisioned also had an agitprop purpose. The world would know how, despite the poisoners in his midst, he had made Russia great again.




  He began an imaginary conversation with Lenin.




  “You tried to humiliate me,” he said to Vladimir, “when you picked Trotsky as your successor, but in the end I triumphed.”




  Lenin shook his head. “Your shame is self-inflicted.”




  “Do you blame me for the beatings I endured as a child at the hands of a drunken father? Even my mother whipped me.”




  “Others suffered worse hardships.”




  In a spasm of self-pity, Stalin cried, “I was shorter than Trotsky. I had a crippled arm and a scarred face. Smallpox. And a—”




  “Go ahead, say it. The fact can’t be denied.”




  Here Stalin paused to remember. At the Tiflis seminary, unless granted leave, the students spent weekends in prayer and liturgical song in the church. Evenings, the oblates served tea at eight o’clock, after which the boys studied in their classrooms. Once a week, the students bathed for three minutes in hot water, taking turns in the one large limestone tub. By the time the last boy washed, the water was cold and filthy. Even so, Stalin always aimed to be last. With fewer boys in the bathhouse, he hoped, by covering his genitals with his hands, to escape their favorite taunt:




  

     What you have there is no Venus,




  Just a wrinkled stumpy penis.







  At night the supervisors policed the sleeping quarters to be sure the boys were not reading secular newspapers or books in secret by candlelight. Then they searched the wooden boxes next to the beds for contraband, and randomly checked the sleeping quarters to ensure the boys were not indulging in “self-pollution.”




  “No need to check on Dzhugashvili,” said the supervisor, who bore Stalin no love. “His wee-wee is too small to rub.”




  At ten o’clock, all kerosene lamps and candles were extinguished, leaving the seminarians walled in rock.




  “Do you see, Ilyich, how your favoring Trotsky and the supervisor’s insult hardly differed? The supervisor’s words stung all the more owing to the presence of the other boys, and your testament diminished me in the eyes of the party. You both made me feel small and unworthy. Not a day passes that I don’t wish I could refashion myself. Nature poisoned me with not only webbed toes on my left foot, dwarfish height, and a pockmarked face, but also with a small penis. The supervisor would laugh salaciously and move to the next bed.” Stalin shivered. Using his one good arm, he managed to pull the blanket off the divan. “You drove me into the cold with your accusations.” He covered himself with the blanket, and then implored, “Why Trotsky?”




  “For all his arrogance, Trotsky is the better leader. He doesn’t have to surround himself with shorter men to feel important.”




  Stalin decided to cut this conversation from his movie. A moment later he heard footsteps softly approaching. One of his guards entered the room. Where was he earlier? The man asked if Comrade Stalin had taken ill. Could he help? He then left and returned with another guard. The two men lifted Stalin and put him back on the divan. Stalin made some gurgling sounds, which suggested a stroke had deprived him of speech, and yet his thoughts remained lucid. The house servants wanted to call a doctor. A look of terror flashed across Stalin’s face. No, not a physician. Had he not sentenced his own personal doctor, Professor Vladimir Vinogradov, to prison for recommending that the Vozhd, who had suffered several small strokes, take a break from his countless responsibilities? Doctors! All of them murderers.




  The guards decided to move Stalin from this cramped and stuffy room to one of the sofas in the large, airy dining room. Three men gently carried him to a white brocaded couch with scrolled arms and rolled bolsters. Although he lay motionless, he surveyed the familiar room, from the great, soft Iranian rug to the hanging light fixtures. This long and spacious hall, rounded at one end with identical windows and heavy white drapes that he had ordered shortened at the bottom by thirty centimeters to prevent an unseen intruder from hiding behind them, brought to mind the innumerable dinners here. Covered in a dark green billiard baize cover, the table ran the length of the room and had often accommodated one hundred and fifty to two hundred people in hard armchairs of light-colored wood. Recalling working dinners with members of the Politburo, he could hear—or was he only imagining?—his waiters bringing the food through the long passageway from the kitchen annex. And he could see the mostly Georgian dishes, served on heavy silver platters, and the beverages, vodka and wine, all of which had already been subject to a food taster. “Sit where you like,” he would tell his guests, but always reserved for himself the same chair: the one to the left of the head of the table.




  On a small stand next to the wall rested two telephones, a black one for ordinary calls and a white one, the hot line. When using the telephone, he would sit in a low chair that enabled him to plant his legs firmly on the floor. Normal chairs ill-suited his five-feet, four-inch height. From this dwarf chair, he had ordered the deaths of hundreds. The drapes were closed, preventing him from seeing outside to his cherished garden and greenhouses, where he would often roam at midnight and prune his beloved roses and cherry trees. In his cinematic imaginings, he could feel the warmth of summer and see among the pine-woods the guest villas, the gazebos, the bathhouse, and the cottage that housed his library. Soon all these pleasures would become a state museum with access to few, and he, a forgotten autocrat.




  A Chinese embroidery of a big, bright tiger peered down at him from one of the wood-paneled walls. In addition, the walls held cheap reproductions of enlarged magazine photographs of children playing at sports, running in the fields, and sitting under cherry trees, as well as drawings by the artist Yar-Kravchenko, who had sketched likenesses of eminent writers, and a reproduction of Repin’s famous Reply of the Zaporozhian Cossacks to Sultan Mehmed IV of the Ottoman Empire. High on the wall hung a small portrait of Lenin, who seemed ever to look down upon him. But for all of Lenin’s imperiousness, mused Stalin, if the old man could have seen this grand room, he would have thought twice about recommending Trotsky as his successor. Here abided success.




  Shutting his eyes, he seemed to fall asleep, or so his personal guards thought, and therefore left. The clock read 10:30. Hearing the door close, Stalin continued to compose his movie and flashed back to the night before. He and four members of the Politburo had retreated to the Kremlin projection room to watch two Soviet movies, which provided Koba the occasion to comment on the action and speak to the screen actors as if the movies depicted real and current events. The second film, which he particularly liked, concerned how the use of a tractor saved a collective farm from ruin and brought the hero and heroine together. After the movies, they took separate cars to his country house, Blizhny, just outside Moscow. They drove along the Arbat, joined the Minskoye Highway, passed by the Kievsky railway station, turned left just beyond Poklonnaya Hill, and immediately entered a thick forest. At the end of a long drive, guarded by numerous security men, they arrived at the sixteen-room dacha. The black Packard pulled up to a small door to the right of the formal entrance, which Stalin had always considered too grand. He entered and went straight to the kitchen to check on the menu. Then he joined his comrades in the large dining room, where he noted that Beria had brought along his own security man, Colonel Ivan Vasilievich Khrustalev. He substituted for one of Stalin’s normal guards, who had been mysteriously excused.




  The colonel would play a major role in the movie. Forty-six years old, Khrustalev had proved himself loyal and single-minded. What Beria ordered, Khrustalev executed. Tall and mustachioed, part Cossack, he fit the role of a warrior. His weight-lifting feats qualified him for the Olympics. Arm wrestling? He had lost but once, to a Bulgarian.




  Less than an hour earlier, he had made his presence known to Stalin in a way the Vozhd could not forget.




  “Thank you for thinking of me,” said Khrustalev, “but as you saw earlier, I have no need of a speech writer. In fact, I see no need to use quotation marks to identify what I say. Then I can’t be held accountable.”




  Indignant, Stalin replied, “This is my movie, not yours. And my words are quotable . . . for all time.”




  My story is best told by me, the colonel said, as he slithered into the frame and perched on the large dining room table. All I need is an editor, a job, according to rumor, you have often taken upon yourself for the best Russian poets, playwrights, novelists, screenwriters, and film directors—even when unasked.




  “If you think that I will tell your story—you, a mere actor—I can assure you that I am not Luigi Pirandello.”




  Never heard of him. An army man?




  “An Italian dramatist. He wrote Six Characters in Search of an Author.”




  Enough chitchat. You tell your story and I’ll tell mine.




  “If you won’t stay silent and let me talk for you—”




  I won’t!




  “Then I’ll cut the scene.”




  Facts are not transient lodgers; they’re always resident.




  Stalin could hear a log crackling in the fireplace and a plane in the distance. He remembered the pilot who had told him that whenever flying over the dacha, he dipped his wings to honor the Vozhd. When Stalin asked him how he could identify his dacha from the air, the pilot replied that he could see the stream that ran through the garden. The next day, the Boss ordered a division of sappers to divert the brook. It now ran two kilometers away.




  I think you’ll want to expand my role in the story.




  “I already know it.”




  Not all.




  The colonel then explained.




  The night of February 28, Comrade Beria called me to his house. I used to pick up young girls for him, but that’s another story. He told me my time had come. At first, I thought he intended to arrest me. But when he smiled, I knew that this was the night. He would be dining at Blizhny, and I would accompany him. Indeed, my time had come, my time for revenge. Having grown up in Yaroslavl, I had lost several family members in the July 1918 Rebellion. You, Comrade Stalin, had no hand in the raid, but you knew all about later events. Let me apprise the putative viewers of your film.




  A number of conservative activists tried by force of arms to remove the newly installed Yaroslavl Bolshevik municipal authorities. The Red Army surrounded the city and bombarded it with artillery and aircraft, killing hundreds and destroying or damaging at least two thousand buildings before hostilities ended. But the story continues. You, Comrade Stalin, have a long memory and a murderously spiteful streak. In the 1930s, you initiated a purge in which my parents, owing to their friendship with some of the rebels, were arrested. They were then transported to Siberia, where they died in the coal mines. My sister and I went to an orphanage. An army security man adopted us and later enabled me to enter the military. The man had a daughter, a young woman of rare beauty whom death and time cannot efface. She and I grew to love one another and eventually married.




  Alas, the government assigned me to work hither and yon. I rarely saw her. My wife was pregnant and needed me, but the secret police insisted I place nation before newborn. By the time I reached her bedside, the baby had died. In despair, my wife swallowed poison. As her breath faltered, I cradled her head against my chest. A day later, I wasn’t allowed time to attend her funeral because of an order canceling all leaves for security personnel. Reason: The Vozhd feared an assassination attempt. If I have digressed, I’m sure your audience will forgive me. You see, I have never forgotten—nor forgiven—the death of my parents and my wife. I swore that one day I would see justice done. You can fill in the details as your mind camera rolls. To return to the story of February 28 and March 1 . . . I drove Beria and Malenkov to the dacha.




  Quite a bleak sight: wide front, two stories, camouflage green, rows of windows, two pillars on either side of the front door, numerous checkpoints and guardhouses, soldiers seemingly in the hundreds, barbed wire barriers, even on the dacha roof. Icy roads slowed the drive from the Kremlin to Kuntsevo. Once we cleared all the checkpoints, we crunched through the snow and cold to the dacha. Your house guards met us at the door and kindly took our coats and hats. I told the soldier in charge that I would assume his responsibilities. On whose orders? he asked. Lavrenty Beria’s, I told him. Do you wish to speak to him personally, or in his capacity as Minister of Internal Affairs? He’s just arrived. The man backed away and vanished from sight.




  We walked down the long hall to the large dining room. Comrade Beria told me that you barred all observers from your dinners, and that I should position myself in the adjacent room and listen from there. I heard you say, “Eleven! Time to eat.” But then you like late dinners that run into the early morning, and this one certainly did. Your waiters—notice I didn’t say servants, a word you admirably despise—brought numerous dishes to the table.




  A dazed Stalin wondered whether the colonel was a chimera or whether he really had conversed with him earlier. To test his senses, he asked the colonel to remove himself from the table and sit on a chair, thus proving his materiality.




  As you wish, said the colonel, seating himself.




  “Do you have any idea who dined at the long table you are perched on? World leaders.”




  And now that’s all finished.




  Stalin studied the colonel’s face for a moment. “How did you evade my taster?”




  We knew about your water pitcher and iodine.




  “Beria engineered this plot, didn’t he?”




  The man’s an architect. He knows all about planning.




  “And about me.”




  The dossier he keeps on you makes for voluminous reading. But then so too do the dossiers he keeps on the other Politburo members.




  “That slimy gray toad.”




  Save the epithets for later, Comrade Stalin.




  “Your impertinence and trespassing, Colonel, won’t go unpunished. You’ll be shot.”




  Then be so kind as to allow a condemned man to show you his own movie. It is based on what I observed this evening. The scenes I mentally filmed befit a biblical Last Supper. Feel free to add or subtract from it, in your editorial role.




  “I am the movie aficionado, not you.”




  Ignoring the Vozhd, the colonel previewed his film. You may wish to close your eyes to see it better. In my script, I take the liberty of omitting formalities and using the familiar “You”; and in some places, I have added a voice-over.




  The opening scene has the guests oohing and aahing over the different aromas issuing from the Georgian dishes. As you prefer, all the food is brought to the table at once: the appetizers, the main courses, the desserts, and of course the drinks. Each of the guests serves himself. The cold appetizers include your favorite, herring. The menu also includes shchi (subtitle: soup made from fresh cabbage or sauerkraut) and kharcho (subtitle: Caucasian spicy stew made from lamb, rice, and tomatoes). Your comrades drink themselves silly on vodka, while you sip fruit juice.




  “To observe their behavior,” adds Stalin, “and listen to their loose tongues. In vino veritas.”




  Like so many other dinners at your dacha, this night you take pleasure in humiliating your guests. You squash a tomato on Beria’s head, put a raw egg on Malenkov’s chair, spike Bulganin’s vodka with white wine, causing him nearly to vomit, and order Khrushchev to perform a Ukrainian dance, though his knees can hardly support him. The phonograph—




  “A gift from Churchill,” Stalin says proudly. “I had it brought into the large dining room.”




  As it plays records of sentimental Georgian and Ukrainian music, you reminisce about your childhood. Your mother, in particular, holds a special spot in your heart, and you grow maudlin as you recount how you failed to visit her as she lay dying and skipped her funeral.




  “State business!”




  You then order your guests to dance, Beria with Malenkov, and Khrushchev with Bulganin. After the practical jokes, you begin to fulminate about the doctors’ plot, even though your inebriated colleagues can barely follow you.




  “Idiots! For two years we have known that doctors were plotting to poison and kill members of the Soviet leadership.”




  Fact or fabrication? asks the colonel. Comrade Beria says the latter.




  “All nine of the accused doctors treated major Soviet government and party officials.”




  In failing health.




  “They made it worse, in some cases causing death. The doctors, six of them Jews, were serving the international interests of America and the British intelligence services, as well as the interests of the Jews.”




  Actually, Comrade Stalin, you intended to use the trial of the doctors to launch a massive party purge.




  Stalin looks away.




  Am I right?




  “Purge is an ugly word. It brings to mind an enema.”




  I could tell you were eyeing each of your dinner guests critically. Tell me: What were you thinking?




  “Unless I replace everyone here, when I am gone the capitalists will drown you like blind kittens.”




  You focused first on Beria. For the sake of my script, share your feelings.




  “The man is a slimy schemer.”




  In your name, he authored A History of the Bolshevik Movement in the Caucasus, which earned you praise for deeds that you, in fact, never effected.




  “The cockroach . . .”




  The very word Mandelstam applied to you.




  “Don’t interrupt. You asked for my thoughts.”




  Sorry. Beria.




  “A rapist, murderer, opportunist, denouncer, parasite, and fawner.”




  Who turns your head six ways to Sunday with his endless flattery.




  “But not anymore.”




  Do you despise him because, as a fellow Georgian, he speaks Russian better than you?




  “No. Of all the people at the table most likely to betray me, Beria heads the list. He is a born security operative.”




  Your informants told you that Beria wanted to liberalize Soviet policy and strike a deal with the US to prevent nuclear warfare.




  “The smarmy killer has gone soft.”




  When you leaned across the table toward Beria and “fixed” your eyes on him, he knew better than to look away. For a moment you said nothing.




  “I hoped that my silent stare would disconcert the hoarse, nasalvoiced opportunist.”




  When Beria failed to blink, you returned to the subject. But at this point, for the sake of immediacy, I suggest we make the past present, and relive the scene.




  You ask a question. “Lavrenty, what should we do with the doctors?”




  Beria responds: Beat them, beat them, and beat them again.




  “You are saying what you know I want to hear.”




  Voice-over: Having chauffeured the police chief on his nocturnal forays to lure young women into his car, and then his home, and finally his bed, the colonel has often been privy to Beria’s wishes for political change, which includes the elimination of Josif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili. In other words, an assassination. Who would think to call it murder? His health is failing. His stomach, subject to indigestion, no longer allows him to drink as before, and his memory problems are becoming noticeable. He looks old and tired. His fear of assassination gives him no peace—and makes him especially dangerous.




  Comrade Stalin, permit me to continue my rendering of the scene.




  You and the police chief continue to stare at one another. Beria knows that to look away will convince you of his guilt. But guilt for what? As yet, Beria has done nothing, though he realizes that subversive thoughts—if suspected—can earn one a bullet in the back of the head. You have already shrunk Beria’s fiefdom in Georgia and have uncoupled the two security divisions, state and internal, that Beria originally merged. But as one of your willing executioners, Beria has proved himself as bloodthirsty as any former secret police chief. Perhaps his record of cruelty and willingness to walk across the bodies of friends to gain a promotion is what you fear most. Beria no doubt wonders and worries, as you shift your gaze to Georgy Malenkov.




  Looking at the owl-eyed apparatchik, you know that whatever you say, Malenkov will approve. In my script, I have written: Malenkov, a manager by telephone, an able administrator and a slavish Stalinist. He always gets the job done. Example: He gladly lent himself not only to the mass purges of the 1930s, when thousands of party officials were murdered, but also to the anti-Jewish campaign in 1952 that led to the execution of thirteen prominent Jewish writers. No theoretician, he does understand politics and the need for reform. Well-read and well-spoken, Malenkov eclipses the others in language and logic.




  You suspiciously eye him, wondering if his silence masks ulterior motives.




  “Tell me, Georgy, how would you treat the doctors in custody? Try them or torture them or both?”




  The value in beating them is that if they don’t confess, they have at least learned a valuable lesson.




  “Which is?”




  The Great Stalin rules!




  You snicker on hearing that line, well aware that the unctuous Malenkov, who comes from a wealthy farming family and whose mother is the granddaughter of an Orthodox priest, regards himself as your social superior. He married a woman who pulled strings to help him gain a place in the Central Committee. Strong-willed and anti-Semitic, she rules the roost. In your view, Georgy and Laventry have much in common. They both traffic in flattery, and both have stores of records on the party members—left, right, and center. Two million files. No wonder Malenkov agrees with Beria that no one is innocent.




  In your own movie, Comrade Stalin, I would advise you to make clear that Malenkov’s wardrobe mirrors yours, and that he will never express an opinion on any issue without first gaining your approval.




  You stare, and Malenkov stares back with that placid look that makes others think of him as an agreeable neighbor. But you know better.




  “I had already decided that if illness forced me to step down, Malenkov would be my replacement.”




  Of course, Georgy knows your way of thinking: Trust no one, not even yourself. Beria and Khrushchev know the catechism also, but Georgy, lacking any initiative, will hew to your line.




  “Drink up, comrades!” you insist. “The night is young.”




  You walk to the phonograph and put on a different record. As the music plays, you softly clap your hands and move your head to the rhythm. Ah yes, at one time you could dance, even if awkwardly, while others paused to watch. The cynosure of the ladies and apparats, you, like Charlie Chaplin, played with the globe, which was nothing more than a balloon filled with hot air.




  You opine that the classical composers are fine, especially the Russian ones, but nothing can compare with folk songs, the music of the people. You can just see them working in the fields, playing with their children, dancing, smiling, and thanking the Soviets for the good life.




  You tell your dinner guests: “Comrades, we have come a long way, but the fight is not over. We are still besieged by enemies.”




  Those words can mean only demotions, dismissals, and, in some cases, death. Your dinner guests undoubtedly feel uneasy, since those closest to you always perish first. They will therefore not object if something happens to you. Without knowing it, you are digging your own grave.




  “How many traitors in our midst have we had to eliminate?”




  Walking over to Khrushchev, you pat the top of his bulbous head and ask Nikita to expound on the aims of British foreign policy, knowing full well that he cannot.




  “Well?”




  Khrushchev answers with a proverb. Another person’s soul is darkness.




  You reply with another proverb: “A fool can do more damage than an enemy.”




  Agreed, says Nikita, but who is the fool and who the enemy?




  “Nikita, try again to dance the hopak.”




  You step aside. As before, Nikita leaves his chair and circles the table. You find it hilarious to watch the rotund Niki attempt to perform the required leaps, squats, stretches, turns. Fortunately the music stops, and before you can change the record, Nikita pleads overindulgence.




  Too much lamb, he says, patting his stomach and feigning a burp.




  “Then finish the vodka,” you tell him, reaching across the table for the bottle and handing it to Khrushchev. “There’s only a third left.” Khrushchev finishes the bottle in three gulps and almost immediately becomes unsteady on his feet.




  “Sit down,” you say, and lead Nikita to one of the sofas. Standing beside him and contemptuously looking down at his hairless head, you take up your previous subject, to the poor man’s discomfort.




  “Now what I’d like to get from you, Nikita, given your vast experience”—and here you turn to the table and wink at the others—“is a recommendation for how to handle the doctors.”




  Wiping the perspiration from his forehead with his hand, Nikita dries his clammy paw on his pants and advises that you follow the example he set in Ukraine.




  “Namely?”




  I took matters into my own hands. I resorted to extreme measures.




  “Always you say 'I.’ Did you not confer with the local Soviets? Why so conceited?”




  I . . . I mean . . .




  “Without saying 'I,’ please explain.”




  We starved peasants into submission and liquidated Poles, nationalists, and other enemies of the people.




  “Then are you recommending starvation or liquidation?”




  A confused Khrushchev replies: The first is slow and the second immediate. If the first doesn’t work, use the second.




  You shake your head and remark: “We want confessions, not corpses. Ideas, Nikita, have never been your strong suit.”




  Then you return to the dinner table, followed by a chastened and wobbly Khrushchev, who slumps in his chair, profusely sweating. The poor man looks as if he will cry, and then plaintively says: Koba, you know the peasants trusted me.




  “To do what? I gave the orders.”




  The peasants paid local scribes to write and they asked me to send you their pleas, told with their heart’s blood.




  You object: “Rubbish!” But Khrushchev speaks the truth. Your dossier contains hundreds of such letters. I can re-create some of them here.




  



  Dear Comrade Khrushchev,




  Surely our Great Father Stalin knows nothing of the plight of the peasants. If he did, I know he would, like the tsar, send us food and organize food kitchens. The people cannot eat air. Stalin promised that we would not be forced into collective farms. When the government set grain quotas, execution by famine followed. The quotas were so great that they could not have been met in ten years. Who signed this act for mass murder?




  Then soldiers arrived to find any grain the farmers might have hidden. They stabbed the earth with bayonets and ramrods. They dug up floors and cellars. They turned over vegetable gardens. Day and night trucks hauled away confiscated grain, but they had no place to store it. So they left it to rot on the ground. Then came the famine. Rains stopped and the dust, like smoke, hovered in the air. People cried that the heavens had caught fire and the end of the world had arrived.




  People starved. First the old and the sick, then the children. Fathers ran away unable to bear the hungry cries of their children. The mothers died last.




  Please, dear Comrade Khrushchev, bring our condition to the attention of our Beloved Leader. He will know what to do.
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