I never should have gone. I know this now, of course. That’s what hindsight does for you—imposes clarity upon a situation when said clarity is no longer needed; when all that has gone wrong has gone wrong and it is far too late. 

They told me it was a perfect crime, one that needed an independent opinion. Rubbish—experience has shown me that there is no such thing as a perfect crime, that the absence of an imperfect crime does not necessarily predispose the existence of the former. No perpetrator; however perfect, can avoid leaving a trail entirely. It is simple cause and effect, with every act that is done lined up in front of each other like a row of dominoes ready to fall and reveal the source of their trigger to whoever is willing to look. 
There are a few of us assigned to serve the precinct in this capacity—stubborn, solid duffers too old to keep up with the eager young bucks of the first response team yet not old enough to accept being put out to pasture. We have a rotating roster that ensures one of us is at hand should a call come in. Not a common occurrence normally; young chaps have their egos and it’s something like a point of pride for them never to radio in for assistance until the situation demanded it. In this case, the situation did demand it—and Walrus help me; I was the sad sap on duty around to respond to it. 

I even remember where I was when it happened: riding a desk at the station with a pencil in one paw and the day’s crossword in the other, trying to solve 6-Down: a theft of more than property. Whoever Dispatch patched me to was terse; not in the mood for further elaboration. “The school, gumshoe—swing by the school. We need you here pronto,”

“I’ve a name, you know,” had I been miffed? Perhaps a little. “What’s going on over there?”

“You’ll see when you get here. Come fast, come soon—it’s one of those perfect crimes you fellows get so excited about,” without bothering to elaborate further, the communicator goes dead. Terse or not, the tone of the call tells me volumes. The caller is alert and tensed like a bowstring, too affected by the situation to spare needless time on words or conduct. Based on our experience, something like that can only mean one thing. 6-Down: a theft of more than property, eh? I pick up a pen and fill the empty boxes with ink, printing each letter clearly in bold

M-U-R-D-E-R

--

Flashing lights and an ambulance greet me as I arrive at the location in question—some sort of elementary school or other whose name shall remain anonymous in my report. The first thing I notice is that the sirens—both on our squad vehicles and the ambulance—are off: rarely a good sign. They use those things to make sure everyone nearby knows that there’s an emergency and to yield the right of way. If they’re off, it can only mean one of two things: either a false alarm where everything is fine, or that we have somehow progressed to a stage where no amount of triage can make a difference. Judging from the grim looks of the trauma team and officers milling about, I can only assume it is the latter.  The presence of a shroud-laden gurney appears to corroborate this analysis. Its occupant is small; with proportions too short to be an adult—undoubtedly a cub. 
First response has already cordoned off the area with tape and dispatched personnel to detain the witnesses—of which exist a considerable number. We will have to debrief them later of course, but for now my attention is drawn to the still, silent form on the gurney. “Somebody fill me in?”
“The vic is…was; Jeffrey Jones; a fifth grader of this institution. Yes,” the constable nodded. “Son of THAT Jones; the very same.” Lifting the shroud a fraction, he draws it back to expose the calf’s blankly staring face. “I suppose there’s no need for an introduction,” 
Fairly astute observation. Jim Jones was rather well known in our neck of the words; a volatile personage who spent many a time cooling his heels in some stone hotel or another. Say what you’d like about bulls and red flags, but sometimes the stereotypes are true—Jim would sooner clean a fellow’s clock as wish them good day. What with the business involving his son, it stood to reason that Jones Senior would be our problem sooner than later. “You’ve notified the parent?”
“Notified him? We’ve detained him. A team is doing so right now,” the constable has the air of a person incredibly pleased with himself. “Probable cause: turns out that Jones took out a sizeable life insurance policy on his son a couple of years back,” 

“And we know this…how?” 

“County policy: children of school going age are required to have them, and the details are a matter of public record. Administration coughed up the files when Jeff here started tossing his cookies so the paramedics would have all the info they needed. Kid was insured up the wazoo—not that it makes much difference to him where he’s going,” he snorts. “His Dad, on the other hand…”

“Got it all figured out, haven’t you?” There is a faint sour smell in the air; one that it disturbingly familiar. “Who performed the Heimlich?”

“One of the little ankle-grabbers, didn’t catch the name; it was—" 

“—Robby Crevan; Officer. He was closest, what’s more it was his sandwich,”

The playground monitor relates her story in jerky starts: another day, another recess. In some time honoured tradition no doubt pioneered by his redneck dad, Jones waylays some first grader cub and appropriates his lunch. Nobody happens to notice anything, at least not until the spasm and choking fits begin. To add insult to injury, with no one else in immediate vicinity it falls to Jones’ own victim to attempt the Heimlich manoeuvre; an attempt as equally unsuccessful as the paramedics that are called. 
“Could it be the sandwich, something that was in it or…”
“Poison?” the playground monitor sounds appropriately scandalized. “No indeed, Walrus forbid—at least if it were then Robby wouldn’t still be here then, would he? He was the one who ate the rest of the sandwich after Jeff…y’know. Said he didn’t want it going to waste,”

“Did he now?” something about this entire business seemed off, but I couldn’t quite put a claw on it. 

“He must’ve been really hungry, mister pleeceman,” a small fieldmouse tugs at my sleeve. “He’s never complained, but he must be! Jeff’s been takin’ Robby’s sammiches every day in forever!”

“You’ve seen this going on then, Miss…?”
“Trisha—Trisha Parton, one-thirty-two Hollyhock…”

I hold up a paw to forestall the usual litany of age and address. “Did it happen that way today, Trisha?”

“Yes, ‘cept this time,” the mouse furrows her snout thoughtfully. “Cept this time, Jeff said something just before he fell down. I thought he was gonna laugh like the other days, but this time he didn’t. And he said something,”
“Can you remember what he said? It might be important,”

“I think he said ‘the Nutella was better’. Doesn’t make sense though—what does it mean?”

What indeed?

Interviewing the other playground inhabitants yields no fruit. Not that I’d thought it would, but still—better to go through the motions. I dismiss the majority out of hand; most have selectively ignored Jeffrey Jones with the automatic instinct of self-preservation all grade-school children appear to have when confronted with schoolyard bullies. Of their number, only one stands out as halfway memorable: Robby Crevan; the recipient of Jeffrey’s unwanted attentions. 

Small, soft-spoken and quiet—I see at first how the arctic fox might come across as an acceptable target. There is something about the solemn way he regards me that’s rather unnerving however. He is perfectly polite, answering all my questions readily enough without the excitable rambling of his fieldmouse classmate. The entire thing strikes me as downright peculiar. 
As for the coroner’s inquest: poisoning. I’d suspected as much of course, from the sour smell that was the result of Robby’s failed Heimlich. With the ‘how’ accounted for, all that was left are the ‘who’ and the ‘whys’. My colleagues believe that they know the answers. There is a part of me that would like to believe the same. And yet…
Yet I keep thinking about the phrase Trisha Parton (132 hollyhock) overheard. ‘The Nutella was better’: four words that seem to hold the key to everything, if only I’d wit enough to figure it out.

He’s never complained!

The Nutella was better—

Poison—

Wait a minute… 
Poison! The Jones kid had died of poisoning; one that the coroner’s report suggested was similar to certain species based dietary restrictions. Restrictions such as…

--what in the world would a fox; member of family Canidae, do with Nutella as a sandwich spread anyway? Yet Jones’ last words had all but confirmed it. If Trisha’s word could be believed, Jeffrey had been surprised or at least disappointed in what he saw as a change in the usual fare, which had been
--chocolate. Because apparently Robby Crevan had been taking chocolate sandwiches for lunch for the past few days; blissfully unknowing how close he himself had come to death by theobromine poisoning each time his lunch was stolen away. Looking at it like this, Jeff had done him a favour actually. Unless…

He’s never complained!
--and why would he, if things were going according to plan? The bully, his victim, a premediated revenge…eerily similar; coincidentally, to the equally tragic crib death which had befallen Robby’s baby sister months before.

Coincidence it is, and coincidence only: I have no proof, and so must let the case go. Hardly worth losing my badge over an uneasy notion. That is what I thought then, but now I am not so sure. 

There have been more, you see. Jeffrey Jones was only the first—the first of many. 

Accidents… Oversights… Tragedies that befall students and teachers alike. Almost as though

…as though something has gotten a taste of blood and acquired a liking for it. 

The whole thing is moot anyway. Robby Crevan was never a suspect in the Jones’ business; nor any of the other sordid episodes to follow. And yet…

--yet I think that I shall once again take it upon myself to persuade my dear brother-in-law not to enrol his daughter in a certain unnamed elementary; which has of late earned an unsavoury reputation by being the site of several unfortunate occurrences. I also consider it prudent to have a short conversation with my niece on the topic of making friends. And just to be on the safe side, I think I’ll make sure her lunchbox is well stocked just in case. It worked so well for Robby, after all.  

I only hope she likes chocolate.  
