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The Pania Murder 

(Napier – a city seaport on the coast of the northern island of New Zealand) 

On the surface, Gerald Pepper, former 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 quaint little 

cottage on the outskirts of 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. 

 Just as he had sat at his favorite table at the Pizza Palace, toasting himself for 

getting out of the game of investigating murders, Eloise, the police chief’s fifteen-year-

old daughter, came in gleaming at him in the reflection of the computer tablet screen 

shining on her face as she marched to his table. “Inspector Gerald Pepper, we are 

about to embark on an entirely new career.  We are going worldwide.” 

 Talking face to face with a woman in France, he solved the Croissant Murders in 

which her three brothers were each left with one of the Parisian pastries on their chest, 

just over the bullet hole. He had to admit, it was a unique and exhilarating experience, 

solving a murder by computer screen – if it had been just the one. But Eloise created a 

website. 

 She was back again today. “Pick a continent,” Eloise sat in front of him, took a sip 

of his Diet Cola with the slice of lemon in it and made a face. 

 Pepper went on guard. “New Zealand.” Othello continued to sleep under the 

table using Pepper’s foot as a pillow. 

 “Well, that’s a country, not a continent.  Let me check my database – HA! Napier, 

New Zealand.  There’s an elderly woman there who believes her son was intentionally 

murdered by a giant sting ray.” 

 Pepper stared in disbelief.   

 Eloise turned the screen of her tablet to his view.  There they were, notes on 

hundreds of requests for Pepper’s services, worldwide. 



 “Zelda Karitoki claims to be a granddaugher of the mythical Maori chief who 

married the mermaid in the legend of Pania of the Reef. She claims Pania’s son is a 

spirit who turns into a shark or sting ray to protect his mother from the chief who 

betrayed her by trying to feed her cooked food.” 

 “It wouldn’t have killed her.” 

 “What?” Eloise was dumfounded. 

 “The cooked food.” 

 “You KNOW the legend?”  

“Feeding it to her would have just made her land-bound. She spent her days in 

the waters of the reef with the other sea creatures and came upstream at night to be 

with her new husband, the chief.”  Pepper was drawn to the tale because now his 

beloved deceased wife, Martha, only visited him at night, in his dreams, similar to the 

way the mermaid visited the chief only at night. 

Eloise began clicking and pointing on her tablet while Pepper stared at the neon 

beer sign in the window for Sterling Ale.  The “erl” was on the blink leaving Pepper with 

just the Sting of his memories. 

“Hello, Zelda, this is the Inspector Pepper’s assistant.” 

A voice came from the computer tablet. “What?  What is this Lola?  Who is this on 

this television here?” 

As Eloise turned the screen towards, Pepper, the face of a beautiful young girl 

came in front of Zelda’s image.  “Hi Pepper. I am the girlfriend. Franceo, my boyfriend, 

Zelda’s son, was murdered by the mermaid Pania’s son.  I saw it.” 

Pepper couldn’t miss noticing that Lola could have been the model for the bronze 

statue of Pania which overlooks the harbor of Napier now. 

Further discourse revealed that the boy was taken just after sunset. He and Lola 

were swimming in the same apparel as the statue, none. She heard him scream, saw 

the tail of the ray rise above the water, and come slashing down into the middle of 

Franceo’s back, burying itself in his heart. Instant silence.  

The irony was that they were in low tide, less than three feet of water.  Lola 

scrambled for her clothes on the beach and went for help. Pania’s son, transformed into 

a sting ray, had fulfilled his duty as the protector of his mother from the family of the 

chief who had betrayed her. At least this was Lola’s perception. 

“But my son had his Pania,” Zelda spoke.  “Look at her.  She is beautiful.  He had 

no interest in the legendary mermaid. Now, he is in all zee papers as zee returning lover 



of the mermaid.  Now, newspaper people and tourists fill our little town. There are tents 

on the beaches.” 

“Has your son made any other enemies?” 

Zelda and Lola stared at each other deciding which, if either, would answer that. 

“The magistrate.” They spoke simultaneously. 

“A judge?” Pepper asked. 

“More like your mayor.  He is judge, president, rule-maker for our little village. He 

and his three sons are Machiavelli with three heads,” Lola said. 

“My boy was a reporter. He published the local weekly.” 

Eloise watched her friend Gerald’s face.  She could always tell when he had 

found the scent, so to speak, like his black lab, Othello did when pizza was in the doggie 

bag he brought home. 

“Could you show me the latest newspaper?” Pepper asked. 

Zola held the front of the one-page pamphlet up to the screen. 

Pepper took a sip of his diet soda and began wrapping up the pizza crusts in a 

napkin for Othello, whose head came up in alert. 

“Case closed?” Eloise said. 

“This ad for The Mine Shaft Lodge, just there at the famous spot on the stream 

where chief and mermaid met. Built, I suspect, after the gold mine gave its last nugget.” 

“What are you saying,” Lola asked. 

“No stingray, I’m afraid. It was dark.  That was a pick ax.  You will find no poison 

in the wound.” 

 

It took just a day for the local police to find the pick ax with the prints of the 

eldest son of the mayor on it.  Unfortunately, the tourist industry which had burgeoned 

during the story of the stingray, dwindled back down to its normal flow. 

Pepper looked longingly at Mildred’s photo that night while holding up a slice of 

cold pizza. “Care for a bite, love?”  If only cooked food would have kept her by his side 

forever as was the hope of Chief Karitoki. Pepper tossed the slice to Othello’s salivating 

mouth. 

 



 

 

 


