
The third story in the series takes the Inspector to the author’s birthplace. 

 

Suspension Bridge Murders 
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            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 felt certain he had murdered his wife and gotten away with it.  Maybe 

that’s why murder followed him everywhere accompanied by a throbbing migraine headache 

every time a case came to fruition. 

Nothing illustrated how far murder would go to find the inspector more than his trip back to the 

cornbread basket of the country, Bettendorf, Iowa, for a family reunion. That would be a reunion 

of two, Gerald Pepper, and his big sister Marlene who, like Gerald, lived above a business 

establishment, but not a pizza place, a cage fighting gym. Their mom was dead and their dad was 

somewhere in Canada, riding a Harley, they believed. 

Bettendorf had been put on the map by producing three world champion cage fighters in its 

gyms. It was also known for having the worst bridge that the US secretary of the Interior had 

ever seen, the I-74 suspension bridge that spanned the Mississippi river. It took heavy interstate 

traffic and funneled it down to two very narrow lanes each way and a 50 mile per hour speed 

limit which was much too fast for the swaying bridge. 

So when they found the first body that splat on the river barge passing under the bridge, they 

thought it was some drunk who thought he could walk the bridge with cars whizzing by inches 

from the rail. The drunk was Henry Willard an ex-cage fighter. 

But when a second body hit the deck of a barge the next night, police were called in. This time it 

was a lady-of-the-night, as Marlene referred to her. Marlene proposed to her brother that he show 

the local hicks how to investigate. Gerald could never really assimilate his sister’s accolades. 

They always seem to come with a barb on a very sharp hook. 

Still, when their third breakfast together was disturbed by news of yet another body face down in 

a pool of blood on another barge cruising down the Mississippi with a load of the main 

ingredient for high fructose corn syrup, Inspector Pepper became curious. He asked his former 

boss in Crookfield, Captain Block to call the Iowa police and authorize Gerald’s peeking into the 



cases. Block agreed to do so and sent him the regards of Block’s daughter, Eloise, who 

considered Gerald, as she addressed him, a friend and a colleague. She sent news that Othello 

thrived under her care. 

Gerald was allowed to view all three bodies at the county morgue. The third victim was actually 

an elderly man who lived in the convalescent hospital across the street from his sister’s place. 

Lieutenant Carpenter, the officer in charge of the police investigation theorized that this was 

serial murderer. Each victim had a kiss with bright orange lipstick on their cheek. 

The Lieutenant’s problem was that the only way to really prevent further folks being hurled over 

the rail was to keep a constant flow of squad cars passing back and forth, since closing a lane 

was not an option on the crowded bridge. 

All three victims showed signs of a struggle, with the elderly man’s fight resulting in blood 

stains on the tip of his cane, which fell with him onto the barge. 

The Lieutenant was ready to call these murders serial, by giving the murderer a nickname, the 

Kissing Killer. He thought it alliterate and original. 

Unfortunately, he offered this phrase to the newspapers only after the fourth and fifth bodies 

took a free barge ride up the river and actually got all the way to Dubuque before they were 

discovered side by side. The constant flow of squad cars on the bridge was, apparently, not 

constant enough. The couple, a young, Iowa farmer and his wife, left a car on the bridge, which 

created a three-mile backup next morning, until it was removed. 

It was a short descent down the stairs from his sister’s apartment to the cage fighting gym where 

Pepper chose to begin his investigation since the first victim was an ex fighter. Pepper actually 

was greeted by a real-life demonstration of one fighter tapping out to the referee who stopped the 

fight before his arm could be twisted and snapped. 

The fighter twisting the arm was El Lobo Loco, The Crazy Wolf, as they called him. He was, 

Pepper found out from the owners of the gym Harold and Floyd, in line for the Big Pay Day as 

they referred to it. The owners were big guys. A poster in the gym showed the two of them as a 

tag team for the WWF wrestling league, the fake one. They still carried gym bags with their tag 

team’s name on them, Hell’s Fire. 

There was nothing fake about El Lobo Loco as he stepped out of the ring and threw his arm 

around his girlfriend, a tall blond girl with a physique to match her fighter, highlighted by 

muscular arms, one with a tattoo of a rose growing out of the eye of a skull. 

Pepper received a firm handshake from each accompanied by the glaring look perfected by such 

fighters and apparently their girlfriends, as well.  He had to overcome what he could only 

identify as a real emotion emerging from his stomach. Pepper hadn’t notice any emotions since 

his wife’s murder, the one that Captain Block assured Pepper, he did not commit, even though he 

knew better. The emotion was fear. 



He asked El Lobo Loco one question. “Is it really true that they feed the cattle corn here?” 

“Iowa corn feed beef, bro,” the fighter said. “The protein of champions. No hormones, drugs or 

steroids. Just pure beef.” At which time he raised both arms shoulder-high and displayed massive 

biceps and an overwhelming body odor, which apparently didn’t bother his girlfriend who kissed 

each bicep right in front of Pepper. 

Pepper scanned the walls of the gym and returned to the outside stairs which went up to his 

sisters apartment and by the time he had reached the top of those stair, he had solved the 

murders, all five. 

The Lieutenant listened skeptically and interrupted almost immediately. “Pepper, the guy who 

did this is demented, a serial killer.” 

“Well,” Pepper responded, “Maybe cornflakes.” 

The Lieutenant exuded disdain for Pepper’s attempt at humor and folded his arms across his 

chest bringing them down a little to show his badge. 

Pepper continued: “First there was the poster in the gym of a fight two years ago between the 

first victim, Henry Willard, and El Lobo Loco. In that poster, El Lobo looked more like the 

ninety pound weakling in the Charles Atlas ads on the back of old comic books. Now he looks 

like Charles himself. 

“Then there was the bridge. How do you find a time and space to throw someone over such a 

narrow and heavily traveled bridge? Do it at three in the morning. Other than a night watchman, 

I know of only one other professional who works that late. The-woman-of the-night, Candy, 

must have seen the killers, yes plural killers, tote Henry up to the bridge. 

“And then Sunday, the next morning at three AM, the old man in the convalescent hospital must 

have seen Candy toted away by the same two. You see,” Pepper said. “We had an uncle who 

lived and passed on in there. He was always complaining that they would never dish out sleeping 

pills on Sunday nights. Something about substance abuse prevention. 

“With the old man, they had to drive him to the main span of the bridge because he was too 

feisty to carry.  When they saw the flashers on a car parked on the bridge, the farmer and his wife 

stopped like most Iowa farmers would, to help out a neighbor. They became the fourth and fifth 

victims.  Each, like the old man, received a kiss goodbye.” 

“ Evidence!” The Lieutenant fumed. “Where’s your Proof?” 

Pepper’s migraine throbbed. “Check the gym bags of Harold and Floyd, the owners of the cage 

fighting gym. I’m sure your find the stage make-up they used as Hell’s Fire, their tag team 

wrestling name, which includes lots of bright orange for their lips.  Then compare blood samples 

to the cane. They didn’t like the idea of has-been Henry Willard, exposing a steroid scandal 

about their Big Pay Day guy, El Lobo Loco.” 



Back in California, Pepper set the plastic trophy given to him by his sister on the top of his one 

bookcase. The inscription read “The World’s Best Detective and Pretty Good Brother.” 

Pepper wasn’t very hungry, so Othello was treated to a full slice of cheese pizza that Pepper 

tossed into his dish.  He stared out the window watching the blue neon light advertising the Pizza 

Palace only with the first “a” now gone out, and listening to that old folk song, “And the moon 

and the stars were the gift you gave to the dark and empty skies.” It was their song, his and his 

wife’s. 

 


