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  For my wife, family and absent friends




  





  




  

    Put it down to impatience, low attention span, or a tendency to make things up as I go along, but I’ve never been a long-distance writer. These tales are figments

    of imagination and youthful experience, tied very loosely together by what might have been . . . the fulfilment of a young Irish bank clerk’s dream of the ultimate prize: Branch

    Manager!
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  He wondered where the years had gone . . . here he was, back at the same old bank, only this time, as Tom, the manager. No more Tommy, the junior. He’d always hated being

  called Tommy. And it wasn’t the same old bank either. The place had been gutted, refurbished. The forbidding front, the heavy doors had gone, in the interests of ‘consumer

  friendliness’. Instead it was now a glass-fronted building, you could see right in from the street, and the staff at the bank were on show, along with all the new fixtures and fittings. The

  bank was actually making itself open to its customers. What would his old manager, the imperious and forbidding Charlie, have made of it? Tom thought the refurbishment of the Cattle Market branch

  with its plush chairs and fancy hangings had been wasted on their regular customers. A trough and some hay would be better suited to them. Ah, the good old days, when customers knew their place,

  subservient and grateful for any crumb that fell from the manager’s table. Bank managers were ‘sirs’ and – in some of the little country places in which he had made his

  steady climb from junior, to teller, to cashier, to assistant, to the final glory of ‘manager’ – they carried the same authority as the local parish priest.




  And here he was, after the long and sometimes weary years, his hair starting to get its first flecks of grey. He’d dragged his long-suffering wife Maureen and the two kids all over the

  country, from deepest Donegal to Dublin and back, to arrive where he started, in the bloody Cattle Market branch. But Maureen had understood. After all, she’d worked for the bank herself

  before they had the children. It was how they’d met. She’d been by his side ever since the early days and Tom knew he wouldn’t have come this far without her. Tom had made manager

  for the first time in Donegal; nothing much, a little country branch, but pretty good for his age. They were obviously getting him ready for bigger things, and this was it. The Prodigal returned,

  as manager of the shiny new glass-fronted version of the old place where he started.




  They’d called him into Head Office, and sat him at a large table, foostered about, until some old bollocks finally told him that they were going to make him manager of the new branch, as

  if he were handing him the Holy Grail. He was grateful, but tired. It had been a long haul.




  Today was Opening Day. The bank was having a party, and he was the host. Banks never used to have parties, least of all ones to which they invited their customers. It was a mistake, and he was

  stuck with it, a sacrificial lamb on the altar of modern bank thinking.
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  Tom stood there, looking at the tables full of food and drink, anticipating when the porter would open the new doors: in they’d come, the customers, like ravening wolves,

  and he knew that nothing would ever be the same again.




  How would they ever know their place again, after they’d stood at the same table, drunk the same drink, ate the same sandwiches as their betters? It was different in the old days . . .




  Looking back, it was okay, working in the bank. Lots of other guys, who hadn’t done well enough in their exams to get into university, or whose parents couldn’t afford it, were on

  the training course. The hours were great: in before half nine, out at half three. As a young man all Tom had to worry about was which branch he was going to be sent to. On the day, a couple of the

  fellows got the short straw and were sent off to the back of beyond in Donegal. One lucky bugger got Head Office, some other unfortunate, Sligo. They’d be filling out application forms for

  the Hong Kong and Shanghai before the day was out, but Tom’s luck held. He got a Dublin branch – not the cream of the crop, and a manager who was supposed to be a bit of a martinet, but

  it was close enough to go home for lunch. The bank closed for lunch from 1 p.m. to 2 p.m. and opened again until 3 p.m. It wasn’t there for the convenience of the customers. When you met the

  customers, it didn’t seem such a bad idea to keep them at a distance . . .




  *




  The little man came in, once a week, on market day. The bank was known as the ‘Cattle Market’ branch, so the little chap had every right to make a hard-earned

  lodgement of cash to his account, having toiled amid the mud, the droppings, the noisome stench of a thousand head of cattle, all morning. The trouble was, he carried his work with him, on his

  boots, his clothes, his cap, his very pores. And his bank-notes. Long after he’d left the bank, to begin herding the cattle through the streets of Dublin to the Docks, for shipment to foreign

  lands eager for Irish beef, the scent of the cow-byre lingered, and mingled with that of the fish and chip shop proprietor, a friendly Italian from across the road, whose hat and clothes were

  redolent of all that was worst in fried coley and ancient fat. The manager of the pub next door brought something with him as well, a heavy breath of the brewery, with particular reference to the

  beneficial aromas of Arthur Guinness. Then the farmers would traipse in, having come into town from the outback a couple of miles away, in cars with ten years of dirt on them, and a small cow or a

  couple of pigs in the back seat. There was no use, they said, putting the animals in the boot; the lock was broken, and it was pointless to try to tie them down with hairy twine. Some were

  miserable, constantly complaining about their lot, and the price they were being offered for their chickens, always leading to the mutterings of underpaid bank clerks along the lines of, ‘You

  never see a farmer on a bike’. Other sons of the soil were full of hearty banter and rural bonhomie, hoping to bluff the bank manager into an injudicious loan. No chance. He was a banker of

  the old school, who believed banks were for taking money in, not giving it out. It wouldn’t have mattered if you were related to the Archbishop, you wouldn’t get a loan or overdraft of

  more than 10 per cent of your total assets. Under the mattress, that was the only place for your money. All the customers bore bravely the unmistakeable whiff of their daily toil in the fields and

  farmyards. Five lousy quid a week seemed poor enough recompense to a bank clerk who had to have himself and his clothes fumigated every week at his own expense, with no chance of the kindly bank

  manager offering him so much as a nose-peg, let alone a gas-mask.




  Around twelve every day, a different scent wafted down to join the inhalatory mayhem from the little kitchen upstairs, where the porter was preparing the manager’s lunch. It was not part

  of the porter’s duties, whose job description included opening and closing the bank, sweeping the floor, and accompanying the junior clerk as he carried old bank-notes, many still smelling of

  the Cattle Market, to be exchanged at Head Office for crisp new ones, and then returning on public transport with splendid disregard for every casual thief, mugger and thug. On his return, the

  porter made his way to the local grocer where he purchased the manager’s lunch. He would have been better off with a bank standing order, because the manager ate the same lunch every day:

  lamb chop, potatoes and peas. What the manager never knew was that the porter, something of a socialist rebel, was deeply resentful of being expected to cook lunch, even for the manager.

  Occasionally, if you listened from the foot of the stairs, a low thumping could be heard from the direction of the bank’s kitchen. This was the sound of the manager’s chop being

  tenderized, by the simple expedient of being kicked around the little room by the porter, before being popped in the pan. So, from twelve onwards, the smell of a frying lamb chop and the more

  subtle savours of boiled peas and potatoes added to the heady nasal congestion of the Cattle Market branch.




  It was said that the sailors who manned the submarines of the Second World War got so used to the permanent fug and oppressive atmosphere of the restricted space on board, underwater for days on

  end, that when the submarine surfaced and the sailors got the chance to breathe fresh air, they threw up. It was also said by Tom and the other clerks of the Cattle Market branch that they only

  left the bank at the end of business slowly, with careful steps, to avoid a sudden attack of biliousness if they took a gulp of fresh air too quickly.




  Rather like deep-sea divers heedful of the dreaded ‘bends’, the wary clerks staggered first to the internal door, shutting it behind them, waited for five minutes for their breathing

  to adjust to near normality, before opening the front door, bit by bit, breathing in, breathing out, and then, a deep breath, and bravely forward into fresh air – hoping that the wind from

  the market was blowing the other way . . .
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  People don’t think much of bankers these days, but the bank had been good for Tom. He’d met Maureen in the bank, they’d been happy together. She’d stuck

  with him through the years of moving from branch to branch without complaint at being uprooted time and time again; they had a reasonable social life wherever his rising star had landed them. The

  pair of them rubbed along quite nicely together and all in all their marriage had been a happy one. Although sometimes Tom wondered if she was yearning for a different life. He thought back to

  Sheila – now there was someone he often thought about – was she truly happy with Sean as he was with Maureen?




  Sheila had been Tom’s childhood sweetheart. Their schools were near each other, and for a time it looked as though Sheila and Tom might go straight from the classroom to the church

  together, like so many of their friends had done. But Sheila had been a real live-wire and clever too; she was ambitious and longed for adventure. Tom didn’t hold her attention for long. But

  over the years their paths had crossed, news travelled fast in small towns, and Tom had been amused to find that Sheila became a banker’s wife after all . . .




  *




  Sheila was past fifty before she realized, once and for all, that it was never going to happen. None of it. She was never going to ride on the back of a Vespa through the

  streets of Rome with anybody who looked like Gregory Peck; never going to be rich, or famous. Never meet the Pope, curtsey to the Queen, or watch the tennis at Wimbledon from the Royal Box. Never

  walk the red carpet at a movie premiere, or sit in the front row at a Paris fashion show.




  She’d been popular at school, a leader, but never captain. Good at games, just not quite good enough to make the school team at tennis. Clever, but not enough to win anything at the

  school’s prize-giving. The nuns could find no fault with her; she worked hard to win their approval, and she won a medal for her attention to her religious studies. Even then, she had a

  suspicion that it was never quite enough, she wanted more. She felt destined for more, even for greatness. She knew she was pretty, everybody told her so. They told her that she could be a film

  star, a supermodel. She moved from childhood, through adolescence to young adulthood, but stardom never beckoned . . .




  From girls’ toys to boys, through teenage romances, dances, the first drink, the first choked cigarette. It was fun, laughing with her friends at the foolishness of boys, how she loved to

  flirt, making the shy boys blush, leading them on with fluttering eyes and even kisses before firmly slapping them down when they began to paw and grope. They called her a tease, and she loved it,

  and the power it gave her.




  Sheila passed her exams, and thought about university, but she didn’t want to spend another three years over books in dreary halls. She wanted to get out into the real world and make her

  mark. She sent her photos off to a model agency but got no reply, and then someone told her that if she wanted to be an actress she’d have to go to London and join an acting school. Mummy and

  Daddy would never allow that, their precious daughter all alone in a city of sin. Anyway, she’d worry about that later, for now there was Jim, who she’d met at the tennis-club hop, the

  first fellow she’d really been attracted to. He had a bit of a reputation among the crowd for being a ladies’ man, and it excited her that he’d chosen her, so she’d let him

  go a little bit further than the other boys. After a couple of months, he left. Off to England to a summer job in a packing factory, to make a few quid before settling down to work in his old

  man’s hardware store. He promised to write, but he never did, and she had a feeling in the pit of her stomach that he’d never come back. A few years later, she heard on the grapevine

  that he’d married an English girl, and was very happy with two lovely children and running a pub in Liverpool.
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