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Detective Inspector Helen Shepherd parked her battered Vauxhall on the parking lot just off Harrow Road and walked up to the main gate of Kensal Green cemetery.

As she passed through the gate with its faux Grecian columns, she suppressed an involuntary shudder. She’d never liked cemeteries, not even during her misspent punk youth. You’d think that an aversion to cemeteries would be a hindrance for an officer of the Homicide and Serious Crimes Command. You’d be wrong, though, because normally Helen and her colleagues solved the murder long before the funeral, so there was no need to visit a cemetery.

Unless the cemetery was the crime scene, that was.

And the murderer couldn’t even find themselves a nice small graveyard to commit the dastardly deed — no, they had to pick one of London’s biggest cemeteries. For Kensal Green was huge. Huge and full of famous corpses. Freddy Mercury was buried here, Charles Babbage, Ingrid Bergman, Alan Rickman, Christine Keeler, Anthony Trollope, Wilkie Collins, William Makepeace Thackeray, Harold Pinter, Sax Rohmer, a famed highwire artist who crossed Niagara Falls, a nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, an Indian maharani and several lesser members of the royal family. As well as thousands of unknown folks, including Helen’s Aunt Mabel and Uncle Horace.

Helen suspected that she could still find her way to Aunt Mabel and Uncle Horace’s grave, though she hadn’t been there in ages. But unfortunately, that did not help her find the crime scene.

“Near the Anglican chapel,” the dispatcher had said. So Helen glanced at the signpost and directed her steps that way. She strutted briskly along the path, gravel crunching under her heels.

She did not have long to search. The chapel with its neo-classical columns was looming in the distance when Helen spotted two uniforms loitering among the trees and gothic gravestones.

The uniforms nodded to her, as they lifted the police tape to let Helen through.

“Good morning, Inspector. It’s a bit further down. Turn right at the ivy covered mausoleum, then pass between the weeping angel and the gothic stele and you should find it.”

So Helen picked her way across the uneven ground (“Do not think about why it is so uneven!”). She spotted the mausoleum up ahead, turned to the right, found the weeping angel (“Wasn’t there a Doctor Who episodes about such statues coming alive and killing people?”) and what she assumed was a gothic stele. It did look gothic, at any rate.

Among the graves, she spotted Detective Constable Kevin Walker and Police Constable Martin Jackson. They were both sipping coffee from paper cups, while chatting with a woman Helen did not know. 

Helen sighed. She should have gotten herself a coffee. Especially since she’d passed a few coffee shops and bakeries on the way here, including one that was almost directly opposite the cemetery gates.

By now, DC Walker had spotted Helen and waved. So Helen made her way over, wondering whether PC Jackson or one of the other uniforms might be persuaded to head to one of the coffee shops on Harrow Road and fetch her a coffee.

Still, first things first. She nodded at Walker and Jackson. “Good morning, Constables.”

“Hello, Inspector,” DC Walker said. A bit of milk foam clung to his upper lip, obscuring the freckles that dotted his pallid skin.

“Good morning.” PC Jackson raised his cup and grinned, his teeth stark white in his dark face.

“This is Detective Constable Laila Kermani of Harlesden Police Station,” DC Walker introduced the woman next to him. She was about thirty, with brown skin, dark eyes and long black hair she wore tied into a braid at the nape of her neck.

DC Kermani held out her hand. “I’m so glad you’re here, Inspector,” she said, “Maybe now someone will finally take this case seriously. Though it’s a shame that this poor woman had to die first.”

Helen had no idea what DC Kermani was talking about.

“Maybe you could start by telling me what exactly we’re dealing with here,” Helen said.

DC Walker shifted the coffee cup to his other hand and consulted his trusty notebook. “Maureen Pettigrew, aged seventy-eight,” he rattled off, “Found dead on the grave of her late husband Ronald Edward Pettigrew.”

“I assume she did not die of a broken heart.”

“No, boss, she had her skull bashed in,” DC Walker announced with inordinate cheerfulness.

“The victim’s handbag and jewellery are missing,” PC Jackson added.

“Looks like a robbery gone wrong then,” Helen said.

“It was a robbery,” DC Kermani announced, “And it’s not the first time something like this has happened, though it’s the first time someone died.”

Helen shot her a questioning look.

“These past few weeks, we’ve been experiencing a wave of robberies on the cemetery grounds.”

“How many robberies have there been?” Helen asked.

“Eight that we know of, including poor Mrs. Pettigrew.”

“And you’re sure it’s the same person?”

DC Kermani nodded. “Absolutely sure. The modus operandi is always the same. Elderly people, mostly women, are attacked from behind, knocked out and robbed of their valuables. So far, none of the victims have been able to identify their attacker.”

“I assume this was your case before we were called in?”

Once again, DC Kermani nodded. “I’ve been trying to get my superiors to take these robberies seriously and authorise a covert operation to apprehend the culprit. After all, three women and one man, all in their seventies and eighties, had to be hospitalised following the attacks. It was only a matter of time until this bastard — pardon, my language — killed someone.” DC Kermani lowered her eyes. “And now he did.”

“Do you have any suspects?” Helen wanted to know.

DC Kermani shook her head. “Not really. The caretaker, one Harold Cummins, claims he has seen a scruffy young man skulking around the cemetery.”

“Mr. Cummins was also the one who found the victim and called us,” PC Jackson added.

“Where is he now?”

“Waiting in the caretaker’s lodge with a uniform,” DC Walker replied, “Do you want to talk to him, boss?”

“Later. First, I want to take a look at the crime scene and the victim.”
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Kensal Green cemetery had plenty of graves with ornate headstones, but Ronald Pettigrew’s was not one of them. His headstone was plain grey granite with his name, birth and death date neatly chiselled into the stone. Helen glanced at the dates. Ronald Pettigrew had died six months before, aged eighty-three.

His widow Maureen lay face down on her late husband’s grave, her nose in a pot of purple petunias. Dried blood stained her white hair and camel hair coat. A cellophane wrapped bouquet of red carnations lay next to the body.

“I guess the cause of death is not much of a mystery,” Helen remarked.

Doctor Rajiv, the forensic pathologist, looked up from where he was kneeling next to the victim. Dark eyes gleamed behind gold-rimmed glasses.

“Well, we have to wait for the post-mortem, of course, but the initial examination suggests that Mrs. Pettigrew died after being bludgeoned with a blunt object.”

“Do you have any idea what the weapon was, Doctor?”

Doctor Rajiv shook his head. “Not exactly. Though I have found gravel and soil in Mrs. Pettigrew’s head wound, which suggests the object was something the perpetrator found here at the cemetery.”

“Maybe I can help,” Scene of the Crime Officer Charlotte Wong announced. She got up, the knees of her white coverall stained with grave dirt. She did not look particularly enticing, but DC Walker grinned at her anyway. The two of them had been dating for a while now.

“I found a chunk of granite, most likely a fragment of a gravestone, over there.” Charlotte pointed at the grave with the weeping angel. “It was stained with blood. We’ll have to wait for the post-mortem, of course, but…” Charlotte Wong held up an evidence bag containing a bloodstained rock. “…most likely this is the weapon the attacker used.”

“Excellent,” Helen said, “So we have the murder weapon. Do we have any prints?”

Charlotte Wong shook her head. “It’s weathered granite. Not very good for retaining fingerprints. The blood stains are also smeared, suggesting that the attacker tried to wipe off the rock before discarding it.”

“Ah well, that would have been too easy. Do we have anything else?”

Charlotte beamed. “We have footprints, some of them quite clear. Looks like workboots, size 8.”

Helen gave her an appreciative nod. “Now that’s helpful. If you find anything else, let me know.”

“Inspector…?”

Helen turned around and found herself face to face with DC Kermani. “Yes, Constable?”

“With the previous robberies, the stolen handbags and wallets sometimes showed up again in garbage bins around the cemetery. Without the valuables, of course.”

“And you think the perpetrator might have discarded Mrs. Pettigrew’s handbag as well?” Helen asked.

“It’s worth a try, at any rate.”

“Good thinking, Constable. Have some uniforms search the bins. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

As DC Kermani left to organise the search, PC Jackson picked his way through the graves. 

“Inspector, we have some potential witnesses,” Jackson announced, “A couple of goth kids. They say they’re students and were filming a horror movie here. They claim they haven’t seen anything, but…”

At the word “filming,” Helen’s eyebrows shot up. “But they have video footage of the cemetery shot around the time of the murder?”

Jackson nodded. 

“All right, keep the kids here. I’ll question them later. And we need that video footage. Maybe they filmed the murder or the murderer and don’t even know it.”

“On it, Inspector,” Jackson said and took off.

DC Walker looked after him. “What now, boss?”

“Now we’ll question the caretaker.”
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The caretaker’s lodge turned out to be a surprisingly cosy looking Victorian cottage next to one of the cemetery entrances, It would have been a highly desirable piece of real estate, if not for the fact that it was located right beside one of London’s biggest cemeteries.

The caretaker himself, Harold Cummins, was sitting at a table in a small kitchen, while a bored looking police constable was lounging in the corner. Cummins was a white man in his late fifties, gone prematurely grey and looking permanently worried. He was fidgeting with a pack of cards and looked up as Helen entered, Constables Walker and Kermani on her heels.

“Finally,” he snapped, “I have to be about my business, you know, instruct the gardeners, make sure the bins are emptied. Plus, we have two memorial services today at eleven, one in the Anglican chapel and another at St. Mary’s Catholic chapel and someone needs to make sure that everything’s ready.”

Helen interrupted his diatribe. “I apologise for keeping you waiting, Mr. Cummins,” she said smoothly, “And I assure you, we will be as brief as possible. However, this is a murder inquiry, so I fear your other duties will have to wait.”

Cummins scowled and glared at DC Kermani. “Well, if she had arrested that young never-do-well I pointed out to her, we wouldn’t be in this mess and that poor woman would still be alive.”

Helen made a mental note to ask DC Kermani about “that young never-do-well” — later. For now, she turned to the police constable in the corner. “Would you be so kind to fetch some coffee for Constables Walker and Kermani, Mr. Cummins here and myself?” She handed the man a twenty pound note. “I think I spotted a caf� right across Harrow Road.”

The police constable saluted and left, clearly glad to have gotten out of dull guard duty.

“I don’t need a coffee,” Harold Cummins mumbled to no one in particular, “I really need to go. The bins…”
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