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DEADLY DISMISSAL,
by Gregory Meece

“Now calling bus number six, bus number nine, and bus number one.” With those twelve words, hundreds of students rose from their seats like a flock of birds responding to a gunshot in the woods. The once-quiet corridors erupted with a cacophony of clanging lockers, teenage chatter, and thundering footsteps as the students surged toward the school’s exit.

The administrators surveyed their dismissal system with pride. The procedure epitomized their top priorities: orderliness and efficiency, the hallmarks of a well-run institution. If asked to name their most important job, they would unhesitatingly reply, “student learning.” Yet, a flawed schoolwide routine could prove to be costlier to them than a student’s failure to master the Pythagorean Theorem.

“There are three times when nothing good ever happens in high school: lunchtime, class changes, and dismissal,” Eugene Hancock liked to say. The high school’s long-time assistant principal believed self-control was at its lowest point and opportunities for mayhem were at their highest during such unstructured times. He and Robert Springer, the principal, learned the hard way that just letting the final bell signal the end of the school day for the entire student body was a recipe for disaster.

So, precisely at three P.M. each day, Springer called the buses in the order in which they queued up. Under their homeroom teachers’ watchful eyes, the students eagerly listened for their bus numbers to be broadcast over the public address speakers, and the hallways avoided rush hour congestion—the very paradigm of orderliness and efficiency.

Until now.

Hancock called into his hand-held radio, “Okay, Mr. Springer, buses six, nine, and one are loaded. Next up, we have numbers four, two, and ten.”

The two men were seldom in the same place at the same time, which ensured wider supervisory coverage throughout the building. Their two-way radios were used to communicate with each other, and neither administrator was ever seen without one attached to their hip.

“Mr. Springer, did you hear me? Calling four, two, and ten.” With no reply, Hancock quickly checked his radio to make sure the battery was charged. The green light indicated that there was plenty of juice left.

Hancock had developed a sixth sense for when trouble was brewing. Homerooms on the east side of the building had windows with a view of the bus line. Observant students would be lining up at the classroom doors, ready to bolt. He hated leaving them in that state. Like sprinters poised before the starter pistol, students tended to jump the gun when the wait was longer than expected.

When Principal Springer didn’t respond to his assistant’s second call, Hancock switched the channel on his radio to the one corresponding to the school secretary’s radio. Her desk was in the reception area, outside the principal’s office.

“Mrs. Hathaway, is Principal Springer still in his office?” he asked, calmly despite his growing anxiety. Those using the radios were always advised to be professional when employing them; one never knew who might be standing near the person on the other end of the call.

“As far as I know, Mr. Hancock,” she replied in a hurried, but still cheerful voice. The end of the school day was her busiest time. Parents had to get messages to their children about pick-up times from after-school sports, reminders about orthodontics appointments, and a myriad of other issues impacting the crazy lives of high schoolers.

“Okay. Could you please check if his radio’s working?”

“One moment, Mr. Hancock.”

Hancock wiped the sweat from his forehead. Not only was it too hot to be standing on the blacktop, inhaling bus fumes, but all this back-and-forth was wasting too much time. Like the pressure building in a boiling kettle of water, the students needed to be released.

After about thirty seconds, Mrs. Hathaway’s uncharacteristically flustered voice crackled over the radio. “Mr. Hancock, I need you here. Right now!”

* * * *

After Hancock called 911, it took only a few minutes for a blue and white city police car to pull up to the school’s entrance. He recognized Officer Roger Brownie, who never missed a chance for overtime assignments like managing the bustling intersection at the high school’s main entrance during dismissal.
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