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Even in a crowded communal apartment, Tikhon Grigoriev could hear the ever-present thudding of the mortars of the Germans besieging Leningrad. Starving people had little energy for drama, even when one of their number had committed suicide and the survivors were equal parts grief-stricken and terrified of being accused of having murdered him for his ration card.

A member of Leningrad's militsia, the regular police force, Grigoriev had come the moment he heard shrieks through a badly-boarded window. The moment he saw the boy, he'd known he'd arrived too late. However inexpertly tied, the rope had done its work. Nothing to do but cut the corpse down.

"Andrushenka, Andrushenka," the woman wailed, using the most tender and intimate diminutive form of the boy's name. She might be his mother or grandmother—it was impossible to judge her age given her emaciated state and the layers of ragged clothing that bundled her against the cold. "Why, Andrushenka? Why?"

In better times she would've thrown herself upon the boy and kissed his hands and cheeks the moment his body was cut down. Months of starvation had left her so weak she needed several minutes to pull herself over to him.

A one-legged man—perhaps the boy's grandfather, wounded in the tsar's war, perhaps an uncle wounded in the present war, maybe just another resident of the communal apartment—hobbled over on his crutch. "If you need someone to accuse of killing the kid for his rations, have the decency to take this old invalid, not someone able-bodied."

His desperation made Grigoriev wince. Grigoriev knew the fear too well himself. Even the  militsia was not immune from the NKVD, the political police, when someone must take the blame for a blunder. Many of his friends and colleagues on the force had vanished in the NKVD's cellars when the Terror was at his height, only a few years earlier. He'd had his own close call at their end.

"That will not be necessary." Grigoriev kept his voice level to bring some semblance of calm into the chaos of grief and fear. "It's clearly a suicide."

He held up the scrap of dirty paper he'd found lying on the floor under the body. Upon it was a childish scrawl: "Good-bye, Mama. Give my portion to Dasha and Vladya. I love you. Andrusha."

The invalid raised hand to forehead. "Poor kid must not've realized how the ration system works, or he'd have waited until the first of the month."

Grigoriev nodded, torn between admiration and pity at the lad's childish attempt to help out. "And I can't look the other way. I must return his ration card to the proper authorities."

The tension in the room became palpable. Grigoriev wondered if they might turn on him. Like many of the former Imperial capital's working class he was a small man, 156 cm and 55 kilos in top condition. The privations of the Siege had pared his slight frame down to a mere 40 kilos. If everyone mobbed him, they could take him down before he could unholster his pistol.

They just stared at him, eyes huge in the hollow-cheeked faces of long-term starvation. Even if they could conceive of attacking a representative of the coercive power of the Soviet state, they lacked the energy.

After an eternity that could be no more than a minute or two of objective time, another woman rested a hand upon the grief-stricken mother's shoulder. "Ninka, the militsioner is asking you for Andrusha's ration card."

The bereaved woman continued her slow-motion grieving for another minute or two before the combination of words and touch finally sank through. She tottered over to her purse, sorted through the four slips of well-thumbed pasteboard within. "Yes, yes, Comrade, here it is."

No doubt her wits were too shaken by grief and hunger to realize she might palm off some ragged of scrap the appropriate size as Andrusha's ration card and still collect the lad's share for the few remaining days before he'd have to present himself in person to be issued the next month's. Grigoriev couldn't take that chance. He examined it, assured himself it did indeed belong to the dead child. He recognized the signature of the clerk who'd filled it out, realized she'd died of starvation only days after issuing it.

Grigoriev had neither time nor energy to brood upon all the friends he'd lost. He tucked the ration card inside his uniform coat and bent over to pick up the body, already stiff with rigor mortis.

Although the boy was just skin stretched over stick-thin bones, Grigoriev realized he couldn't carry the body unaided. Who to ask for help? Who was even capable? Whatever able-bodied men had once lived here were off to the front in the desperate effort to hold back the Nazis.

The woman who had earlier intervened pulled herself to her feet. "Let me help. I still have my daughter's sled."

She needed explain no further, for everyone in Leningrad had seen their fellow citizens dragging the bodies of the dead on children's sleds. Sometimes the cumulative squeaking of so many runners upon the snow could almost drown out the endless mad laughter of the guns.

Even as she was wrestling the sled out to the front door and rolling Andrusha's body upon it, one of the others called out to her, "Watch out, Lida. You don't want to end up like poor Yona, shoved under the stairway with your head smashed in and your brains scooped out."

Only when the door was closed behind them did Grigoriev summon up the nerve to ask, "What was all that about?"

If he'd hoped it'd prove that person's sick idea of a joke, he was sadly disappointed. The woman cast a quick glance over her shoulder before answering, "One of our upstairs neighbors was murdered last week. They found his body just like Mitya said—" She stopped, remembered horror overcoming her ability to speak.

Grigoriev offered her what sympathy he could before carrying out his official duty to gather information on the murder. Yes, the militsia had been notified; yes, the victim's ration card had been surrendered to the proper authorities; yes, the remains had been taken to the cemetery. All was in order, nothing to do but advise her to be careful going and returning. Much as he would've liked to accompany her, he had other duties.
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ALTHOUGH THIS PLACE had been officially renamed Peace Square in recent years, ordinary Leningraders still called it by its old name of Haymarket, a name that went back to Peter the Great's founding of his Window on the West. The peasant market had been closed after the Revolution, the dens of iniquity that had lined it forcibly emptied, but since the German blockade had cut the city off, trade had returned.

It wasn't the sort of place an officer of the militsia went openly, but with the insignia on his uniform coat suitably covered, Grigoriev felt confident nobody would recognize him. He threaded his way through the crowd, eyes narrowed to slits the better to watch without other people being able to tell where he was looking.

It was easy to separate the customers from the black marketeers. Unlike ordinary Leningraders, the faces of the latter were still fleshy and pink, their eyes still bright.

Grigoriev ignored the ones with little tin stoves that might keep an apartment a degree or two above freezing or set an entire neighborhood afire, the ones selling fur hats and felt boots for half a kilo of bread apiece. He was beginning to wonder if he'd been recognized when he spotted a smooth-faced young man handing over three tiny patties of meat, each no bigger than his palm, in exchange for a bag that squirmed with necklaces.

There was a trick to approaching black marketeers. While it was possible to identify oneself and intimate that one could be convinced to look the other way in exchange for a suitable bribe, it was equally possible such an act would result in a knife through one's guts. Better to leave one's mark convinced he was dealing with a civilian, gain his confidence and get him to talk. If he incriminated himself, an arrest could be made later, in a location more advantageous to the militsia.

Grigoriev caught the black marketeer's gaze. "Is there meat?"

"Just a little left, Comrade." The man drew two more patties, even smaller and icky blackish in color, from within his coat.

Grigoriev studied the meat. "Dog?"

The black marketer shook his head. "Wish it were, but you can't find a dog in this city for love nor money. This is horsemeat, from a cart horse that collapsed and died in front of the Radio House yesterday morning."

Grigoriev nodded, knowing all too well how quickly pets had become the prey of their starving masters. He himself had taken his children's beloved kitty far enough away from the apartment that they would not hear or see when he brained it with the butt of his service revolver and dressed it out for his wife Valya to cook. Even the militsia had only five police dogs left, guarded day and night lest a desperate officer steal one to butcher. "Still, you hear rumors. Some people even say there are people selling human flesh. Long pig, they call it."

The black marketeer stiffened as if struck, then forced his face back to a semblance of calmness. "Rumors are everywhere, Comrade. Back during collectivization, you heard stories about peasants eating their own children. But I can guarantee you this is gen-u-ine horsemeat, cut right off the old gray mare herself."

The stories from collectivization were more than rumors—Grigoriev had heard confirmation from none less than a former deputy people's commissar of agriculture who subsequently rose to head the NKVD before vanishing in disgrace—but Grigoriev didn't dare say so. Admitting to having been close friends with an Enemy of the People was a good way to get in trouble oneself, and he had a family to think of.

The present was of far greater interest to him anyway. "I've heard from a good source that just a few days ago a man was murdered and his head smashed in so his brains could be scooped out, not half a klik from where we're standing."

"I've heard stuff like that too, Comrade. Makes sense, in a depraved sort of way. Brain'd be the fleshiest thing on your average Leningrader these
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