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When last we encountered Roger K. Miller it was in The Chenango Kid: A Memoir of the Fifties, one of sundry obscure books he created as a senior citizen (though obscurity was not his intention). It was June 1959 and he had just graduated, along with two hundred twenty or so other scholars, from North High School in Binghamton, New York. On the final page, wondering what it’s all about, he stepped trepidatiously into the world beyond high school.

What happened next was that he—that is to say, I—got a job as messenger at First-City National Bank at the corner of Chenango and Court streets in Binghamton, directly across from the Broome County Courthouse. I obtained it after two-three weeks of desultory searching. Jobs were not hard to come by, at least for white boys, in that waning year of the long, summery Eisenhower peace. It was a pretty good job for a high school graduate then, when banking was considered one of your higher commercial callings. “Banker’s hours,” they used to say: the doors opened at 9:00 and closed at 3:00 (but we wage slaves went in at 7:00 and left at 4:00). On Thursdays we stayed open until 6:00 in deference to the downtown stores, which remained open until 9:00 p.m.

I had no car. I walked to work from 82 Walnut Street where I lived with my mother, otherwise known as Ma, which could not have taken more than twenty minutes. The job was a trainee position, of which messenger was the first stage. The first chore of the day, before even going to the bank, was to head to the main post office (then on Henry Street) and pick up the large, long leather bag of mail and schlep it to the bank, several streets away. On Mondays it was painfully laborious, for over the weekend two bags of mail accumulated and they were heavy. I had to stop several times to rest my arms, which ached from keeping the bags from scraping along the sidewalk, not always successfully.

After arriving at the bank, tongue hanging out, I sorted the mail, assisted/trained by a longtime woman employee who must have trained dozens upon dozens of young jerks over the decades, and distributed it throughout the building. My day after that was filled with myriad gofer duties: running errands among in the building; taking and fetching papers and items to and from other banks downtown, the courthouse, city hall, stores, and other businesses, all within easy walking distance. In the late morning I helped out for a couple of hours at the bond window, where customers could buy U.S. savings bonds, postage stamps, and maybe other little items I have forgotten. The window was captained by a strapping, buxom, middle-aged German woman with a beehive of ash-blond hair, wife of an ex-G.I., I think. Named Ute, physically she was the very archetype of a Teutonic Brunnhilde. She was pleasant, but, again, Germanically exacting and precise. Next door to us was the savings department, run by Barbara, a nice, single woman in her forties, whose life outside working hours was devoted to slavishly serving her Roman Catholic parish.

At the end of the day I processed the outgoing mail, running it though a large Pitney-Bowles franking machine and then schlepping it to the post office. It was a clanking monster that had to be fed periodically by taking its meter to the post office with a check to pay for fresh postage. The end of the month was a hellish, hectic afternoon and evening, for the checking account statements of all the bank’s customers, filled with canceled checks, were sent out. How I got that mountain of envelopes to the post office I cannot remember.

That job lasted until about November, when I was moved on to my next stage of training: the bookkeeping department, which occupied the entire top floor of the bank. It was staffed by a couple dozen women from young to advanced middle age, except for two male—of course—overseers. The women posted debits and credits on accounts, working at several large National Cash Register (NCR) machines that clicked and clattered as the women nimbly swished account sheets into its innards, punched its keys, and swished them out again, all the while chatting with one another over the noise. An NCR repairman, eternally puffing on his pipe, and sometimes two, were stationed in the department almost permanently to tend the machines.

I trained on the machines and was instructed in other arcana of bank bookkeeping long enough to pity the women who had to do it for their livelihood. Well, that’s a lie for a start. Being a callow and selfish lad of eighteen, my feelings extended no further than relief that I wouldn’t have to. And, indeed, I didn’t have to for more than a few months: I was now to be trained as a teller.

This was almost a promotion, for in those days to be a bank teller was a prestigious position, if admittedly on a quite minor scale of prestige. Trusted to be in charge of considerable sums of money, you were in effect the face of the bank as an establishment, and this particular establishment was rather showy. The lobby with its iron-barred teller windows was a long, high-ceilinged, marbled hall on the second floor, accessed by wide marble stairs or by elevator with operator.

Grander persons than tellers toiled there also, vice presidents and other officers, each equipped with secretary, at desks on carpeted floors at the two ends of the lobby. On bright afternoons with shafts of sunlight slashing down through high windows on the Chenango Street side you could see thin streams of cigarette smoke twirling upward and hear murmured but unintelligible conversations from nearly every desk. See how solid yet up-to-date our bank is, where even the great and the mighty serve their greater and mightier clients out in the open in front of God and everybody! And all of it was watched over daily by a weaponless guard in a uniform not unlike the one he wore before retiring from the Navy as a petty officer, who patrolled the lobby, making sure the center tables were filled with deposit and withdrawal slips and other supplies and helping confused little old, and usually rich, ladies figure out what exactly they had come in there for.

There were three or four tellers, depending on the day’s needs, two of them attractive women—Joyce and Jean—and one head teller at the far end of our row. I kind of liked the job, or rather, I disliked it less than anything else I had to do at the bank, and I was good at it. Hardly ever did I not balance at the end of the day, and even then the discrepancies were not great. It could be pleasant, in my white shirt and tie, greeting and waiting on the customers, most of whom were nice to me. In the summer Roman Catholic priests came in weighed down with bags and satchels full of the proceeds from their parish picnics. Somehow I managed to call them “father,” though it stuck in the craw of a nominal Protestant. Most were nice to me; some were quietly businesslike.

Bags and satchels of money, hauled out of the trunk of a Cadillac with the assistance of the bank guard, were also occasionally brought in by the head of one of Binghamton’s grocery store chains, and he was decidedly not pleasant. He was an arrogant, insufferable wiseass. Once, to show his importance and power, he waved a dollar bill in the air and asked us tellers whether he should go over to the senior vice president’s desk, drop it on the floor, and order him to pick it up. We advised him not too—one of the women, knowing his capacity for being an absolute dick, begged him sotto voce not to—and thankfully he did not. Not that the senior vice president was any less arrogant an asshole than he.

***
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Though I had been aware in the last few months of twelfth grade at North High that I was faced with having to enter the world of work, I was not prepared for it mentally. When it happened—working forty hours or more a week, fifty weeks a year (two weeks’ vacation)—it was a shock. I adapted to it, but the experience of it confirmed what I already knew: Banking was not how I wanted to spend my life. Fortunately, I had a plan.

The Chenango Kid (hereinafter known as TCK) tells a little about my boyhood interest in drawing and illustration. From sixth or seventh grade on I knew I wanted to be cartoonist or illustrator. I was mad for comic strips and for any information I could glean about their creators or about any commercial illustrators. TCK also tells how reading a certain novel, Onionhead by Weldon Hill, pushed me to take college-preparatory subjects. Before that I was on what North High called an Academic Art course and had not taken math or science classes. After reading Onionhead, in my last two years I did take them to be better prepared to apply for college.

So there I was living with Ma but paying nothing for rent or food, saving as much as I could. What my weekly pay was I cannot remember. I think it must have been close to sixty dollars. I was still going with my high school girlfriend, who was now in twelfth grade at North; she shall remain nameless for her sake.

For two hundred dollars I bought a used car for wooing purposes and general getting around. “Used” is too kind a word for it, a 1952 four-door Chevrolet automatic. “Misused,” maybe; “over-used,” certainly. “Beat to shit” is how I think of it. It was nothing but trouble every day of my ownership until I had it hauled off to the boneyard. My Uncle Walter Sheridan, Ma’s brother, recommended I buy it rather than the 1950 Ford I had my eye on, and Ma urged me to act on his recommendation. Was there ever a recommendation of Walter Sheridan’s that did anyone any good? Ask any women who knew him.

During the ensuing year while working and wooing, more successfully at the first than the second, I applied to colleges. My heart’s desire was the Rhode Island School of Design. I took a remote written and drawing test for it, held in Central High School—North High’s sports rival—one evening. It was monitored for honesty by North’s boys’ counselor, John Brennan, to whom I paid a fee. I passed the test and was accepted. The application was a foolish indulgence, born of wishful thinking. I knew from the get-go I could not afford RISD. I did not pursue it further, but I felt good about passing the test and subsequently being accepted for admittance.

One weekend I took the Greyhound bus down to New York City to take the in-person drawing test for tuition-free Cooper Union. I stayed with my Uncle Will Miller. He made sure I got to Cooper Union on time Saturday and that evening treated me to supper in a restaurant where jazz was played. After that we went to the Cherry Lane Theater to see The Gay Divorcée. I suppose it was a performance Will wanted to see but it was quite beyond my eighteen-year-old understanding; the only stage productions I had ever seen were in high school. Sometime later I received a letter from Cooper Union saying it regretted that it could not accept me as a student.

And, sometime in late spring, I believe it was, my girlfriend told me she regretted that she could no longer accept me as a boyfriend. I was surplus to requirements in her plans for the future, the immediate years of which were to be spent at the state college in Cortland, learning to be an elementary school teacher. Frankly, I’m surprised she put up with me that long. I tell about that gloppy experience in TCK if you’re interested.

Life went on. Not every turn in life involved a rejection. The sun continued to rise over my sore but rapidly healing heart, and I was accepted at the State University of New York at Buffalo.

At that time, the late 1950s and the 1960s, the state of New York was making massive, hurried efforts to beef up, in size and reputation, its university system, which basically consisted of a string of teachers’ colleges plus Harpur College, a liberal arts institution at Binghamton (actually at Endicott and gradually moving its campus across the Susquehanna River to Vestal). Each college specialized in training for a particular teaching area. Cortland State, for example, was elementary education; Albany was math; Brockport was physical education. And Buffalo was art education.

Buffalo had been my fallback. If I had to get at art through learning to teach it, so be it. With my application I had submitted a portfolio of drawings and other artwork. I had an interview with a Buffalo admissions person, conducted at Harpur in Vestal. At some point after that I received an acceptance letter. I wish I still had that letter. I wish I could remember how I felt receiving it, for it must have been joyous.

The girlfriend-less summer went by in a flash. At least from this distance it seems a flash. In late August 1960 I gave my notice at the bank. Mr. Haulton, to whom I had reported during my traineeship, seemed genuinely sorry to see me go. I was heartened by that, and that confidence in me is probably why the bank took me on as summer help the next three years.

I think I spent a week at the Miller-family home port in Lopez, Pennsylvania, before departing for Buffalo, one day of which, most likely Saturday, I traveled with my Aunt Frances Miller to Scranton to shop for clothes for college. It was her idea. She may have been feeling melancholic, for her other nephew, my cousin Ken Smith—who, together with me and his sister Ruth, Frances always joked she had helped bring up—also was leaving to begin his freshman year, in his case Eastern Nazarene College in Quincy, Massachusetts. I hold a memory of that as being a pluperfect late summer day: warm, sunny, slightly breezy, slightly hazy, almost cloudless, happy. Perhaps it was, perhaps it is simply a construct I created to contrast with the disaster that came crashing down shortly thereafter.

I had never been to Buffalo, not even to tour the campus. I had never ventured beyond the borders of New York State and Pennsylvania. Most significant of all, I had no inkling of the nature of the existence that had been my life
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