
       Here is the eighth in a series of ten stories about Inspector Pepper. I suggest, if you 

haven’t read the others, that you begin with story one. While each story is its own story, 

there are changes in the Inspector that occur over the course of all ten stories.  

Novel Murder 

by Patric Peake 

        On the surface, Gerald Pepper, police investigator, seemed the least likely man to be 

involved with murder, yet murder followed him like his loyal pooch, Othello, the black lab, and 

never failed to land him right in the middle of some gruesome investigation. 

He was a medium man, medium build, medium length brown hair, medium brown eyes, a 

medium age of 45 and a medium life which included one dog, and a single bedroom apartment 

above the Pizza Palace in Crookfield, California. His only distinctive feature was a deep scar 

below his right eye that continued as a distinct dent in the bridge of his nose 

Maybe it was because he had felt certain that he was somehow involved in the murder of his 

wife, Mildred.  Maybe that’s why murder followed him everywhere accompanied by a throbbing 

migraine headache every time a case came to fruition. 

Since his last case, however, The Mildred Murders, he began to question his involvement in her 

murder. He wondered if he might have actually pushed Mildred off the edge of the cliff at 

Lookout Point. As he breakfasted in the Pizza Palace, munching a slice of cold pizza and sipping 

a Diet Coke, he flicked the crumpled ball of paper from his straw off the edge of the table.  He 

watched it disappear in the wood shavings on the floor. 

Eloise, the 13-year-old daughter of police Captain Block, spotted the tiny action as she sat at his 

table and examined his expressionless face for the little clues she had come to know. “You didn’t 

do it, Gerald. There’s no doubt of that now.” 

“How do you do that, Eloise?” 

“What?” 

“See into my brain.” 

Eloise suppressed a smile. “Your face reads like a book, which, by the way, is why I’m here. Did 

you hear?” 

“Hear?” Pepper knew exactly where she was headed. If Pepper had any delay in a murder 

finding him, Eloise was only too glad to accelerate the process. 

“Over in Hillsdale, right by my junior high school, Richard Kingsly, the famous mystery writer 

lives there.  His latest novel was about a writer’s wife dying suddenly. Kingsly’s wife died 

suddenly…” 



“Let me guess,” Pepper rolled his eyes and focused on the neon beer sign kept on night and day. 

“…while reading his latest novel.” 

“That’s why they pay to you the big bucks, Gerald.” She smiled warmly. 

“Big bucks?” Pepper scanned the old Pizza Palace with his single room apartment above and 

sniggered quietly. 

“Daddy says they’re treating it like a murder. There was a rare and deadly poison in her system 

but not a clue how she might have ingested it. Her husband is coming back from a book signing 

in New York. It happened while he was there. 

“Well, we know that means nothing, don’t we?” Pepper commented. 

“Yes,” Eloise said. “In The Portrait Murder the murderer did it from the other side of the world.” 

“I’m tired of this, Eloise,” Gerald said. “After the last case, I’m thinking What’s the point. 

They’re already dead. Who-done-it doesn’t bring them back. 

“Gerald.” Eloise fixed a stare on him, which he tried to avoid by looking at the beer sign, but he 

could feel it boring a hole in the side of his head. “Captain Block has requested your assistance,” 

she prodded. She referred to her father that way only when it was official business. 

Pepper slurped the bottom of his soda with the straw making as much noise as possible to 

register his protest at, once again, being sucked into another case. 

In the Kingsly home, although the body had been taken for examination, the book, the husband’s 

novel, Last Words, was left untouched on the kitchen table where she was apparently reading 

when she tumbled to the floor. 

“We think she was strangled and poisoned,” Block said. “Look at the marks on her throat.” He 

showed Pepper a picture from the coroner’s examination. 

“I see,” Pepper looked closely and the hand-print-shaped bruise on her neck. “Strange.” 

With a comb used to keep his brown hair from embarrassing him too much with its inability to 

stay put, Pepper opened the book to what he surmised as the last page read, page 135 in the book. 

“How do you do that, Pepper?” asked Police Captain Block. 

“She turns her pages properly,” Gerald commented. “Puts a finger on the upper right hand corner 

and slides down the paper drawing the book open to the new pages. 

“That’s her,” Block nodded at a photograph of the two of them on a Hawaiian vacation. She 

looked to be a frail woman, with a somewhat shriveled-up appearance but clearly, the two of 

them in the photo, seemed to be the picture-perfect, happy couple. 



“Would you happen to have another copy of…” Pepper began his comment directed at Captain 

Block. 

“Right here.” Eloise came up behind him with another copy of Last Words. 

“School. Now.” Captain Block reminded his daughter she was still a student in junior high 

school which began in fifteen minutes. 

“He’s so cute when he’s stern, isn’t he,” Eloise said to Pepper as she quickly made her exit. 

Pepper read page 135 of the book and commented that in the novel, the wife pulled the book out 

of a bookcase in their home below the Malibu cliffs and shortly after was buried in an 

inexplicable mudslide. “She suffocated.” 

“Mrs. Kingsly suffocated,” Block said. “The coroner said that the poison caused her throat to 

swell and cut off all ability to breath. The guy was redundant.” 

“Reduntant?” Pepper asked. 

“Well, he must have know that the poison would cut off her air. Why’d he strangle her too?” 

“Hmmm.”  Pepper was not quite ready to comment. “May I see her bedroom and bathroom?” 

At her bedside stand he read the label of a couple of plastic bottles there and repeated the 

practice in her bathroom opening the medicine cabinet. 

As Pepper came out of their bedroom, Block watched his face. “You  know Pepper, I may not 

solve every case that comes my way, but I can tell, every single time when you have.” 

Pepper smiled. “Astute.” With his comb, Pepper opened Last Words to page 135 and 

bookmarked it with an old pizza receipt. “You will want to have one of your men greet Mr. 

Kingsly at the airport.” 

“But,” Captain Block flashed the coroner’s photo. “The marks.” 

“Self-inflicted,” Pepper said. “Look at the position of the handprint. She grabbed her own throat 

as she was suffocating in an attempt to open her airway.” 

Block stared at the picture and made a gesture of grabbing his own throat. 

“Be careful with the edges of pages 130 to 135 in this book. There’s poison on them. But be 

especially careful of the lower corners of those pages. That’s where you will find the husband’s 

DNA.” 

“Oh come on, Pepper,” Block said. “How could she get enough poison off a page in a book to 

kill herself?” 



“Look at the bottles in her room. Moisturizers for extremely dry skin. She licked her fingers, and, 

apparently, it drove her husband crazy.” 

Inspector Pepper, became bored reading Last Words finding it much too predictable. He stared 

out his window at the blue neon sign of the Pizza Palace listening to the old folk song, “The first 

time ever I saw your face,” which was their song, his, and his wife’s. Something had been 

different with this case, Pepper mused. No migraine. Pepper massaged his temples and smiled at 

Othello chewing the last pizza crust. 

 


