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The Death of Pi 
(Saturday June 12, 2010) 

Wasn't there a popular, best selling book a few years back called The Life of Pi?  
Well... I didn't read it.  I figured so many other people had read the book that I 
could just assume the lotus position, transcend my inner being and quietly, 
meditatively absorb the story from the collective consciousness of the universe 
without killing a tree, or turning a page or spending $28.95 to do so.  
 
The story, or fish tale, I am about to relate is obviously not a best seller.  It's not 
even a worst seller.  The closest it came to any kind of seller, or homophone 
thereof, was Ray's wine 'cellar' when I tossed a printout down the worn wooden 
steps to my good buddy Ray and asked if he could proofread it for me.  Without a 
moment's hesitation he said 'NO' and the pages flew back up the steps followed 
closely by a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon 1983.  At least I think it was an 83.  
The bottle was aimed squarely at my head and I caught only the briefest glimpse 
of the label as it flew past.  Thanks Ray.  Catch ya later.  
 
The story... 
 
I was walking along the boardwalk near Turtle Pond in the Back Bay National 
Wildlife Refuge.   
 
Turtle Pond is not the official name for this particular body of water.   I don't even 
know if it has an official name.  The Refuge is run by the government, so the pond 
probably has a designation rather than a name.  Something like:  
PS \ Ax100-MD \ Grid Coordinates B as in Baker - 23 Zulu.   
Where PS = Pond, Shallow.  Approx 100 meter diameter.  
 
I call it Turtle Pond.  Because of the preponderance of (duh) turtles.     
 
The boardwalk curves through the marsh and the swamp along the western edge 
of the pond.  It is about three to six feet from the pond, depending on the pond's 
water level, and a couple of feet above the swamp floor.  The level of the swamp 
water beneath the boardwalk also fluctuates with the wind, the rain, the tide, the 
moon and the season.  
 
On the southern edge of the pond the boardwalk slopes gently down, almost to 
ground level, then climbs and continues south to a small observation platform 
overlooking Back Bay. 
 
It was at this point, where the boardwalk slopes to the ground, that I happened on 
the fish - lying dead on its side about ten feet in front of me. 
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Hmmm... That's strange I thought to myself - because I can't really think to 
someone else - a dead fish on the boardwalk.  I wonder how it got there.  Did a 
fisherman drop it?  Technically there is no fishing in this area, but that doesn't 
necessarily deter some of the over-eager anglers.   
 
Did it fall out a visitor's pocket or lunch basket?  (Yuck) 
  
Maybe it outgrew the family aquarium and the owners decided to release it back 
into the wild - a few feet short of the pond.  Or maybe they put the fish in the pond 
and the poor little fella tried to follow them back home - climbing out of the pond 
and flopping and gasping along the ground until it expired on the boardwalk.  Oh, 
that's sad and heart wrenching.  Sniff, sniff.  And maybe just a little weird 
 
It wasn't a big fish - seven or eight inches long.  But this is the first time I've told 
the story.  By the fourth or fifth time the fish will be the size of a whale.   
 
It was probably a Sunfish - an appropriate name considering it was lying out in 
the hot sun.  I understand there are quite a few Sunfish in the pond.  Or were.   
 
The fish was very dead.  It was beginning to dry and curl.  And smell.  This was 
understandable.  It was late on a very hot, ninety-plus degree Saturday afternoon. 
 
Still...  how did the fish come to be on the boardwalk?  Did a bird of prey, an 
osprey perhaps, grab the fish from the water, then drop and lose sight of it in the 
dense jungle-like vegetation surrounding the pond? 
 
Did a snake, maybe a Moccasin, kill the fish and drag it out of the water to eat?   
 
I have yet to see a Moccasin feed.  Snakes disengage their lower jaw, then 
swallow their prey whole - usually starting at the head.  At least that's how the 
snakes I've seen on TV eat their dinners.  If a Moccasin caught a fish in the 
water, I doubt the Moccasin would eat it in the water.  It would probably bring the 
fish onto the shore - to a clean, quiet place to consume.  Like a picnic table.  Or a 
boardwalk.   Maybe invite some friends over for a little barbeque.  Also, it would 
probably be important for the snake to consume the prey while it is still fresh and 
flexible enough to swallow. 
 
But I didn't see any snakes lurking about and there were no empty-taloned 
Ospreys circling overhead. 
 
I doubt the fish had been there overnight.  Raccoons and a myriad of other 
swamp scavengers would never have allowed that.   
 
Maybe it was a freak boating accident.  Maybe the fish and its friends were jet-
skiing around the pond, hot-dogging for some cute female frogs on the shore.  
The fish attempted one of those "Look Ma, no fins" moves, hit a submerged log 
and was catapulted out of the pond and onto the boardwalk. 
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Or maybe it was foul play.  Not 'fowl' play as in the fish was killed by a duck.  Foul 
play like murder - piscecide.  A jealous ex-lover or a swim-by shooting.  Maybe 
our little fish was in over its head to a local loan shark after betting heavily on 
Butler in the finals of the NCAA Basketball Tournament.  Now, instead of sleeping 
with the fishes, he was sunning on the boardwalk. 
 
Then again, perhaps Colonel Mustard killed Mr. Fish with the candlestick in the 
conservatory. 
  
I examined the body more closely. There were a few scales on the boardwalk 
about a foot away.  As if the body had been dragged or moved.  There was a 
teaspoon size chunk missing from the fish's head, but it looked like a post-
mortem injury.  This was quite interesting, because the missing chunk was 
approximately the size and shape of a Moccasin's mouth.  There were no other 
visible wounds on the body.  No teeth marks or punctures.  No fish hooks or gill 
nets.  No gunshot or stab wounds.  No signs of a struggle.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I considered cordoning off the area with yellow police tape and drawing a chalk 
outline around the body, then calling in a forensics team.  Maybe CSI - the entire 
cast and crew.  And a couple of the detectives from Law and Order.  Perhaps 
James Patterson would let me borrow Alex Cross for a day or two.  Although at 
the rate Patterson cranks out books, Mr. Cross probably won't be available until 
sometime in the twenty-third century.  Maybe I could bring in a psychic 
investigator.  Or Columbo.  It would be kind of fun - cruel, but fun - to watch 
Columbo swelter in his raincoat in the oppressive heat and humidity of the 
swamp. 
 
You are probably wondering why I’m making such a big deal about a dead fish.  I 
know I am.  Either that or you've skipped over this section entirely and are twenty 
pages down the road, yawning at yet another boring picture of a Ribbon Snake. 
 
For those of you who have stuck with me, bless your hearts - I'll tell you.  

Dead fish on the boardwalk. 
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As I stepped back to snap a few pictures of the crime scene, a Moccasin 
suddenly stuck its head up between the boards and took a bite out of the 
carcass.  Twice.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wow!  What a surprise!  First of all, I thought snakes only fed on fresh, 'flexible' 
prey that could be swallowed whole.  This fish was hard and dry.  The Moccasin 
was basically feeding on carrion.  Gross.  Second of all... Oh nuts.  I forgot what I 
was going to say.  Must have lost the thought in all the excitement about seeing 
the Moccasin.  I'll tell you later, if I remember. 
  
Could the Moccasin be the culprit in this little murder mystery?  Did it perhaps kill 
the fish earlier in the day, or the previous night, then drag the carcass onto the 
boardwalk, only to be interrupted by a hiker, or the chambermaid, before it could 
consume or hide the evidence?  This was why we needed a forensics team and a 
medical examiner to determine the exact time and cause of death.  And if there 
were there any traces of snake venom in the bloodstream.  Can someone please 
get me Patricia Cromwell's cell phone number? 
 
As I moved in for a better shot, the snake saw me and disappeared under the 
boardwalk.  I waited for it to stick its head back up and take another bite.  
Nothing.  A minute or two passed.  Then five.  Then ten.  Still nothing.  I was 
beginning to get a little nervous.  I generally don't like to lose track of a Moccasin 
- and I especially didn't want to lose track of this one.  It saw me taking its picture.  
If the forensics team couldn't establish a solid link between the Moccasin and the 
victim, I could well be the only witness in the case.  No doubt the Moccasin 
already knew that.  It was probably creeping along under the boardwalk or 
circling around behind - preparing to do me in and steal the memory card from 
my camera.   
 
I was standing - OK, trembling - on the boardwalk just a few feet from the body.  I 
quickly took a couple of steps back onto some boards with tighter gaps - gaps 
that were hopefully too small for a Moccasin's head.  

Caught in the act! 
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I peered over the railing on the right side of the boardwalk.  I knew it!  There was 
the Moccasin - moving slowly and deliberately through the brush, trying to sneak 
around behind me.   
 
I pulled out my cell phone.  "I'm calling the police."  I said it loudly to be sure the 
Moccasin heard me.    
 
The Moccasin looked up at me startled.  Then it turned and thrashed off into the 
woods.  The thrashing movement was an interesting reaction I hadn't seen 
before.  Most of the time a Moccasin will slither off nonchalantly, at an easy, 
steady pace.  Not this Moccasin.  It moved away in a wild, exaggerated manner - 
essentially crashing through the leaves for the first few feet, before settling down 
into a normal snake movement.  It was like a person stomping away from an 
argument.  Or a guilty snake fleeing a crime scene.    
 
Whew!  That was close.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Moccasin sneaking around behind me.   
Are the wet looking areas on its skin blood stains?  Or, in this case, fish gut stains? 
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I still couldn't believe the Moccasin was dining on a dead fish like a scavenger.  In 
all fairness, though, the Moccasin may not be the perpetrator in this incident.  
Maybe it was just an innocent bystander, moseying along under the boardwalk, 
flicking its tongue in and out - when something piqued its olfactory interest. 
 
"Hmmm... do I detect the sweet aroma of rotting fish,” said the Moccasin.  "Maybe 
I'll stick my head through the gap in these boards and check it out."   
Flick, flick.   (That's the Moccasin's tongue checking things out.) 
"Yep, it's a fish alright.  I wonder how it got here.  Maybe I'll take a little taste just 
to see if it's fresh."  
Bite. Chomp, chomp, chomp.   
"Oh My Gosh! Blah! Yuck!  
Spit, spit, spit. 
 
"That is the most disgusting thing I've ever tasted.  And who was that guy on the 
boardwalk with the camera?  Paparazzi?  I hope he's not from National 
Geographic or CosMOCpolitan.  And I hope he didn't get a picture of me eating 
that garbage.  I have a reputation to maintain as a master hunter and predator, 
not a low-life, carrion consuming, scavenger." 
 
"My reputation will have to wait for now.  First I've got to get this horrible taste out 
of my mouth.  If I was a dog, I could lick my butt.  Where's the Listerine?  Does 
anyone have a toothbrush or a breath mint?  I've got to find a way out from under 
this boardwalk and over to the pond to at least clean out my mouth." 
 
Maybe the Moccasin was not circling around to do me in.  Maybe it was just trying 
to find some fresh water to rinse the horrible taste out of its mouth.   
 
I was sure the Moccasin's lawyer would point that out in court. 
 
You see, there are always two sides to a story.  Three if you include the actual 
truth.  Of course, the only correct version is the woman's.  
 
I went back and looked at the poor little fish.  I wondered if it had a family and 
friends.  Were they concerned that it didn't come home last night?  Were they 
putting up flyers on submerged logs and tree stumps with its picture and a 
headline that read: 'Have you seen this fish?'   
 
I couldn't just walk away without doing something.  At least bury the fish and 
perform a little ceremony.  Or set it adrift on the pond in a lifeboat with a Spider, a 
Frog and a man-eating Turtle named Mr. Perkins.   
 
Still, it would be nice to know what happened.  Maybe solve the mystery of the 
fish's death.  I didn't want to call 911 and bother the police.  They would probably 
dismiss it as a crank call anyway.  
  
I thought about James Patterson and Alex Cross again.  He just might be 
interested... 
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Rinnggg... Rinnggg... Ri - 
"Hello." 
"Mr. Patterson?" 
"Yes." 
"James Patterson, the novelist?" 
"Yes.  Who is this?" 
"You don't know me, Sir, but I was wondering if I might borrow Alex Cross for a 
day or two.  I've got a pretty grizzly murder scene and I could sure use some of 
Alex's insight and advice." 
"How did you get my number?" 
"It doesn't matter how I got your number, Sir.   What do say about Alex Cross?  I'll 
cover all his expenses... flights, transportation, hotel, meals..." 
"You don't get it, do you pal?"  Mr. Patterson sounded irritated.  "Alex Cross is a 
fictional character.  He can't investigate a real crime."   
"Who said this was a real crime?" 
 
Silence.  I must have caught Mr. Patterson at a bad time.  He was probably hard 
at work on his next hundred and twenty books.  Or hard at work 'co-authoring' his 
next hundred and twenty books.  With his hundred and twenty co-authors.  
After a long pause Mr. Patterson spoke.  "OK.  Describe the crime scene to me.  
And the victim."  
 
Nuts.  There wasn't much to describe.  It wasn't exactly an exciting, best-selling, 
Pattersonesque type of crime scene with blood, guts and body parts strewn 
everywhere.  There were no missing eyeballs, or mutilations, or other 
incomprehensible, unspeakable acts of mayhem.  
 
It was simply a dead fish on a boardwalk next to a pond.  Woo-hoo.   
 
I guess I could tell him the victim was naked.  That will usually raise an eyebrow - 
or something - and add a few million readers to the bottom line.  And technically 
speaking, the fish was naked - it wasn't wearing any clothes.  Although that's not 
usually how a fish is described.  "Hey Bob, I just reeled in a five and a half pound 
bass.  And it's naked." 
 
Maybe I could tell Mr. Patterson it was a dead swimmer on a boardwalk.  Near a 
pond.  Without a bathing suit.  
 
I must have spoken that last part out loud, because Mr. Patterson suddenly said, 
"Got it.  A young nude body on a boardwalk.  Blood, guts and eyeballs strewn 
everywhere.  Do you have an ID on the victim?"   
  
Nuts!  Again.  I really didn’t want to tell him it was a fish.  At least not yet.  But I 
wanted to sound somewhat intelligent - like I knew what I was talking about.  Like 
a fellow investigator.   
 
Don't the police call unidentified human victims Jane Doe or John Doe?  This was 
a fish   A Pisces.  Pi for short.  Like the character in The Life of Pi.  I could call it 
Pi Doe. 
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By the same token, do Animal Control Officers call unidentified dogs Fi Doe?  Get 
it?  Fido.  I chuckled to myself.  I wondered if I should tell that to Mr. Patterson.  
Let him know how witty I was.  Probably not. 
 
"Mr. Patterson," I said in a deep, official-sounding voice, "We don't have a 
positive ID on the victim yet.  For now it's just Pi Doe." 
 
There was a short silence on the other end of the phone followed by:  
"Pie dough???  Did you say pie dough???!!!  Is this some kind of joke???"  
Patterson seemed a little upset.  "You want me to lend you Alex Cross, my best 
character, and probably the finest investigator in the annals of the modern crime 
novel, and for what?  To solve the pie dough case?  What are you working on, 
the Betty Crocker Murders?  Just what kind of Cupcake am I talking to?" 
 
I could hear laughter and snickering in the background on the other end of the 
phone.  The laughter and snickering of Mr. Patterson - and a hundred and twenty 
co-snicker-ers. 
 
Mr. Patterson was right, though.  It did sound a little ridiculous. 
 
"Well...," I began. 
Patterson interrupted, "I'm hanging up now." 
"I'll just call you back." 
"I won't answer." 
"Yes you will." 
"No.  I won't."   
We sounded like a couple of kids.  
"Yes. You will."  I said very matter of factly.  "After all, who's writing this story?" 
   
There was silence again on the other end.  I had him on that point.  If Patterson 
or one of his hired guns was writing this story, he could hang up anytime he 
wanted.  Heck, if Patterson was writing the story, he probably wouldn't have 
answered the phone in the first place.   
 
"You have a point there."  Patterson agreed.  He sounded a bit calmer.  "And by 
the way, it's not Cromwell.  It's Cornwell.  Patricia Cornwell." 
"Huh?"   
"When you wrote Patty's name a few pages back you said CROMwell.  As in 
Oliver CROMwell, the English military strategist and politician, 1599 to 1658, who 
overthrew the monarchy and temporarily established a republican 
commonwealth.  Oliver CROMwell, whose body was disinterred and decapitated 
some years after his death."  Patterson paused to take a breath and let the 
information sink in.  "I assume you were attempting to refer to the crime novelist, 
Patricia CORNwell." 
 
I quickly scrolled back up the page.  He was right.  I wrote Cromwell.  Wow, was 
Patterson ever smart.  And, no doubt, very well read.  It made sense that he 
knew all about Oliver Cromwell - particularly the gruesome details about his post 
mortem decapitation.  But how did he know about Patricia Crom... I mean, 
Cornwell? 
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"Thank you for pointing that out," I said meekly.  "You're absolutely right, I meant 
to say Cornwell.  But how did you know that?" 
"How do you think I knew that?"  Patterson sounded like he was leading me with 
the question - like a teacher might lead or stretch a student to think outside the 
proverbial box.  Or outside the written page.  
Then it hit me.  "Cross,” I said,  "You sent in Alex Cross." 
  
Damn, Patterson was good.  No wonder he was a best-selling novelist and I was 
slogging around in the swamp photographing snakes and scrawling in my journal.  
While I was chatting away, Patterson was penning a parallel story. 
   
"Bravo.  Maybe you're not as dumb as you sound on the phone.  For a swamp 
boy, that is."   
"Is Cross here now." I looked around.  
"Would I tell you if he was?" 
 
There was only one thing to do. 
 
"Mr. Patterson, thank you very much for your time.  I'm sorry to have bothered 
you, sir."   
"Good luck," said Patterson.  "And say hello to Frank for me."   
"Frank who...?"  I started to ask, but the other end of the line went dead.   
  
I turned to Columbo.  "I couldn't get Cross.  Looks like it's just you and me." 
Columbo nodded.  He was examining the area around the Pi's body and jotting in 
his notebook.  I had to loan him a pen, of course.   
 
Don't ask me how Columbo got here.  He showed up while I was on the phone 
with Patterson.  But his arrival and presence seemed as natural and expected as 
that of Santa Claus on Christmas.  Like Santa, he spoke not a word but went 
straight to his work.  Unlike Christmas, it was extremely hot in the swamp and 
Columbo appeared decidedly uncomfortable in his rumpled raincoat.  Although 
the heat and humidity seemed to be relaxing some of the wrinkles 
 
I looked at the fish, Pi, baking in the hot sun on the boardwalk.   
 
Huh?  Did I just say 'fish pie baking' in the sun?  Patterson was right.  I am a 
Cupcake and this should be a recipe for the Betty Crocker murders. 
  
I loosened my apron strings and turned to Columbo, "Listen Lieutenant, I really 
do appreciate that you came all the way out here, but I think I better take care of 
this myself."     
"You're probably right." Columbo said.  He reached out a hand, "It was a pleasure 
meeting you."   
I shook his hand. "You too,"  I said.   
I thought about asking if I could have my pen back, but didn't.  Let him keep it for 
his collection.  Maybe he could use it on another case - or in another episode.   
Columbo walked toward the trail. 
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On a hunch, I called after him.  "Frank." 
He stopped and looked back at me.  "Yes," he replied. 
"Nothing. I mean, never mind," I babbled, but kept talking anyway as I so often 
do.  "I was just curious about something Patterson said on the phone.  I never 
knew you had a first name.  I always thought it was Lieutenant." 
 
Wow, did I just make a little joke? 
 
Columbo smiled.  "Yeah, it's Frank, after my uncle.  But only my wife uses it." 
He turned and continued walking across the trail and into the marsh.  "Be 
careful," he called out, "and watch your back.  You never know what Patterson 
may do next." 
  
He raised his right arm and hand up and over his head for a moment - the classic 
Columbo goodbye gesture.  Then he faded away into the reeds. 
 
                                                       ~~~~~~~~ 
This would probably be a good place to end this story - with Columbo fading into 
the reeds like Shoeless Joe Jackson faded into the cornfield in "Field of Dreams."  
Anyone with any sense would certainly agree. 
 
I know the editor would agree.  No doubt he is already pooping kittens over the 
references to Patterson, Cross, Columbo and Cornwell and how much it will cost 
to settle the impending lawsuits.   (At least I spelled Cornwell's name correctly 
that time!)  
 
But I can't stop now.   There's still a dead fish to deal with.  
 
Editor's Note:  Shoot me.  Just shoot me now and put me out of my misery.  And 
can someone help me get these darn kittens out of my trousers? 
 
Side Note:  I still stop and check cornfields to see if I can catch a glimpse of 
Shoeless Joe - or hear James Earl Jones' hearty laugh echoing through the 
stalks.  Nothing yet.  Probably have better luck if I was in Iowa.   
 
Another Side Note. 
As I typed the names Cornwell, Columbo and Alex Cross into this journal, I 
couldn't help but notice that they all started with the letter C.  A statistical 
anomaly?  I'm not so sure.    
 
My good buddy Ray, of Maggie and Ray's Seafood Restaurant, Book Emporium 
and Vegetarian Bait Shack, has a theory about the dominant role that A, B, C, D 
and E seem to have achieved as the first letter of a word, or as the initials in a 
name.  Please see the Appendix Section for further information. 
 
Another note from the editor: 
GOOD NEWS FOLKS! 
Due to space and time limitations, the rest of this story will have to appear later - 
perhaps in the Appendix.  With any luck, maybe not at all. 
 


