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chapter one

Kiev could be hot and sticky in the summer. Indoors
wasn’t Andy Grant’s favourite place to be when the
capital of Ukraine was having that kind of weather.
He’d rather be relaxing in his favourite park, down by
the Dnieper River, with a cool glass of lemonade. He
had been to Kiev often since Ukraine had gained its
independence in 1991. Before then, ever since the
Russian Revolution in 1917, Ukraine had been part of
the old Soviet Union.

Andy’s work was writing history. Most of the year
he spent at a university in Canada, writing about Eastern
European history and teaching it to his students. Sum-
mer was the time when he did his research. You couldn’t
do much writing or teaching without research, so it was
an important part of his year. Research often meant
travel, and this year he was in Kiev to find out about
Canadians who had been in Ukraine at the time of the
1917 Revolution.

The Soviet Union had been secretive, and until that
part of Ukraine’s history was finally over, Andy wouldn’t
have stood much chance of seeing the kind of docu-
ments he wanted to see. But now the records of the
Soviet era were much easier to get into. Or at least there
was nobody to tell you that you weren’t allowed to look
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at them, although there still was a problem. There were
so many records and they were so disorganized that you
never really knew what was there that you might find
interesting or important. All you could do was go every
day to the State Archives, where all the documents were
kept, and work as hard as you could at finding what you
needed.

Many times, it took a friendly member of the ar-
chives staff to get you on the right track. A historian is
like a detective, trying to piece together what has hap-
pened in the past. But you need clues. Until Andy met
Ludmilla, he didn’t have too many clues. She had worked
at the archives since the days of the Soviet Union, and
she knew where a lot of the files were. She had relatives
in Canada, and from the time Andy walked in the door,
she did her best to help. Even Ludmilla couldn’t always
come up with the material he needed, but it was amaz-
ing how often she knew where to look. Sometimes she
even came up with documents he would never have
thought of looking for.

That afternoon was one of those times. It was Fri-
day, it was hotter than usual, and even though it was just
after lunch, Andy was ready to quit for the week. He
was actually standing up and packing away his papers
when Ludmilla came into the room. She was walking
fast, she was carrying a file made of dirty brown card-
board, and he could see that she was excited about
something. She spoke to him in English, which she
spoke well. Andy could read both Russian and Ukrain-
ian, but he wasn’t very good at speaking either language.
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“Andy,” she said, “you should look at this file.”
Andy wasn’t so sure. “I think I’ll leave it till Mon-

day,” he said with a smile, feeling just a bit guilty about
being so anxious to get out of there.

“No, you won’t,” said Ludmilla. “I’m going away
on holiday for the next three weeks,” she went on, “and
I think you’ll be gone by the time I get back. Yes?”
Andy said he would be. “All right, then,” she pressed
him, “you can do one of two things. You can walk out
of here and forget about it, because nobody else knows
where this file is. I found it this morning by accident,
and I’ve spent the last four hours reading it. Or you can
get to work on it. I’ll even let you make photocopies if
you want to. But tonight, before I leave, it goes back
where I found it.”

Andy sighed. He could hardly refuse. The park and
the lemonade would have to wait for a few more hours.
“I hope it’s worth it,” he thought to himself. It was.

Andy could just make out what was written in faded
ink on the ragged brown cover of the file. It was written
in Russian and in the Russian alphabet, which was so
different from the English one. Andy translated as he
noted down what it said: “Alexei Ghertopanov, who
claims to have been Lev Sedov.” He opened the file to
find five documents. Four of them were short, but the
one that was filed next to last was much longer. It ran to
128 pages of shaky handwriting in what had once been
blue ink. Andy looked quickly at the long document
but decided to start at the beginning by reading the first
one in the file.
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This document covered a couple of pages and was in
the same handwriting as the long one. But the writing
was much firmer, although the ink was even more
faded. The date on it was 8 June 1956. This is what
Andy wrote as he translated it:

This is the petition of Alexei Ghertopanov. I have
lived in the Soviet Union for more than thirty-nine
years, but I was not born here. I was born in Canada,
and there I was known as Alexi Gertoff. My father
shortened our family name when he arrived in Canada
in 1902, because Canadians could not pronounce
Ghertopanov.

In circumstances too complicated to go into in
detail, I came to live in Petrograd and then in
Moscow. At the time I was known as Lev Sedov,
though that was not my real name. I lived a comfort-
able life until 1926, when things became more diffi-
cult for all of my adopted family.

Finally, in 1938, I became desperate. Faced with
the oppression of the old regime under Comrade
Stalin, I faked my own death. I resumed my own
original name and became Alexei Ghertopanov. I
made my way to my father’s village in southern
Ukraine, near the town of Bobrinetz. There I found
relatives who allowed me to live with them. I was
afraid for my life, and for fifteen years I hardly went
out. I regret it now, because those years of my life just
passed me by.

I came to realize more and more that I was still
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really a Canadian, even though I had lived in the
Soviet Union for so many years. I had no way of
knowing if my parents and my sister were alive or
dead, but I hoped that I might see them again some
day. Though I never spoke the English language to
anyone, I practised it to myself and dreamed that a
day might come when Comrade Stalin would no
longer be a threat to me. Three years ago I heard of
Comrade Stalin’s death, and this year I have heard
strong rumours that the new government of the Soviet
Union no longer wishes to follow his oppressive ways.

In these new circumstances, I now request permis-
sion to emigrate to Canada.

Signed, Alexei Ghertopanov

This story was unlike any Andy had read before, but
parts of it seemed familiar. Lev Sedov? Southern Ukraine?
Could this have something to do with one of the
greatest leaders of the revolution, Leon Trotsky? He
came from southern Ukraine, and didn’t he have a son
named Lev Sedov? The next document, dated 18 July
1956, deepened the mystery:

I have read the petition of the person who calls himself
Alexei Ghertopanov or Lev Sedov. It is a strange
tale, and most of it probably comes from his imagina-
tion. However, parts of it may have some significance
for the Soviet Union. The petitioner implies that he
has had some connection with the disgraced Leon
Trotsky, although he does not mention him by name.
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The name of one of Trotsky’s sons was Lev Sedov,
although he died in exile in 1938 of complications
from appendicitis. Also, when the traitor Trotsky
published his autobiography in 1930, he mentioned
a Ghertopanov family that lived close to his family in
Ukraine. The petitioner probably knows all of
this and has invented his story accordingly.
However, it seems best that he not be allowed
the freedom to continue making these claims.
He is obviously mentally unstable. Also, he is
under the dangerous impression that everything
has changed in the Soviet Union since the death
of Comrade Stalin in 1953. That alone would
be enough to justify the recommendation I am
about to make.

I recommend that the petitioner, Alexei
Ghertopanov or whoever he actually is, be confined
permanently to a mental hospital.

Signed, Y.N. Solimov, Political Commissar

Andy wondered what had actually happened to
Alexei Ghertopanov in 1956, but he did not have to
wonder for long. The third document, dated 28 No-
vember 1986, was written in Ghertopanov’s handwrit-
ing. The writing was noticeably more faint and spidery,
but it was just about readable. This was the shortest
document so far:

This is the petition of Alexei Ghertopanov. For
thirty years, I have been locked up in a mental
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hospital, even though I suffer from no mental illness.
I believe the reason was connected with a petition I
foolishly made in 1956, in which I requested permis-
sion to emigrate to Canada. I have been told that
many new freedoms are now being given in the Soviet
Union, and so I now renew my request. I am more
than eighty years old and frail. Knowing that I can
present no danger to anyone, I have written down the
whole story of how I came to the Soviet Union.
Writing my story has helped to pass some difficult
days in my captivity. I am confident that whoever
reads my story will decide to allow me to return to
Canada. My parents, of course, can no longer be
living. However, my sister may still be alive. I ask
only to spend whatever is left of my life in the country
of my birth.

Signed, Alexei Ghertopanov

By now, the afternoon was going by, and Andy
asked Ludmilla to let him photocopy the rest of the file.
She was as good as her word, and he walked out of the
State Archives with the copies in his hand. That night, at
his hotel, he sat down to read Alexei’s story.




