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A Banking Caper
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A MIRACLE WAS ABOUT to occur, but he couldn't possibly know it.

Snow flurries were gently hitting the uneven pavement and melting instantly.  Ridge Avenue is a cobblestone street with a trolley line two blocks north of the mill.  The surrounding sidewalks were uneven in spots due to the hilly nature of the Roxborough neighborhood.  It was considered a safe, mostly Irish-German community, but you always had to watch your step.

The Pennsylvania sky had the usual angry look to her when it was grey and ominous like it was this day.  It was late Fall, but it felt like winter had arrived far too soon.  Two inches of snow fell a week earlier.  It was your typical December day in Philadelphia.

After a short walk to Ridge Avenue, wearing his light brown dusty factory boots, James waited in line inside the Bankers Trust Company local branch office.  Ready, was he, to deposit his weekly weaver's wages, after another long work week.  It was very quiet inside.  There was an evident nervousness in the air those days at Bankers Trust and all banks.  The stock market had crashed on “Black Thursday” in October of the previous year, but James was no shareholder.  A keen observer of events is one way of describing him; since he read the newspaper and listened to the radio daily.  He consumed all the reassurances from the Hoover officials and other government sources over the past year.  His few close friends consistently heard him remark - that he distrusted “all those bastards.”  James Stanislaw was a thirty-year-old, thin, five-foot-seven, blue-eyed, blue-collar, factory-working family man and registered Republican; as were most Philadelphians those days.  

This chilly December day was the day that James Peter Stanislaw became one lucky man.  For which, he needed no ticket.  He found himself in exactly the right line at precisely the right time.

Ben, an occasional drinking acquaintance, was his bank teller that day.  James approached his station and began to say hello and ask about the family.  At once, Ben cut him off with a concise, hushed, “be quiet.”  James was instantly confused by this odd greeting.  But, he stopped talking and observed Ben writing on some forms at his station. Ben did not look up.  He kept quickly writing on more pieces of paper.  The uncertainty in the air suddenly increased.  Ben cashed James’ paycheck and pushed the proceeds in his direction.  Next, without warning and in complete silence, Ben also cashed James out of nearly all of his Bankers Trust account; except for leaving twenty dollars fifty cents as a remaining balance on the books.  “Here, sign this, Jim.”  Everything happened in seconds.  Ben then pushed thousands of dollars across the desk to James and gave him a brown paper bag for all of the one hundred dollar bills.  Ben then said, “Go, go. Next. Next!”

James left the bank and made a right turn at the corner in a complete mental daze.  “What the hell just happened in there?” - He mumbled this several times; his steps slightly faster than usual.  Was somebody going to stop me as a bank robber?  Was somebody going to jump me coming out of an alley?  No policemen were observed on the streets.  His eyes deliberately moved left, then right; and then every hundred feet or so, he glanced over his shoulder.  His heartbeat was jumping.  Gotta stay calm and normal, he told himself.  Exiting the bank with thousands of dollars made him feel like a millionaire and a thief. But it was his money.  His entire life savings was in this used brown bag tucked tightly under his left arm, inside his winter jacket.  Soon he was home, five blocks from the bank.  Thousands!  It didn't seem real - the strangest day ever in his thirty-some years.

Helen, with a round face, curly blonde hair, and a gentle smile, was his wife of almost seven years.  She was already home from the Acme grocery store because she needed only a few fresh produce items.  James immediately hurried her upstairs into the front master bedroom.  “What's all this about?” she said.  Reluctantly, she climbed the nineteen steps to the second floor; upset because she had “dinner to fix.”

He gave her a strange look, with a bent eyebrow, and closed the bedroom door for top security. “I want you to be very, very quiet when I open this.  Don't say anything.”

Helen almost screamed at what she saw.  Instead, she swallowed a massive quantity of air and almost her tongue.  She had a hard time voicing anything as her wide eyes took in all of the green money pouring out of the brown paper bag onto the checkered bedspread for no apparent reason whatsoever.  It all happened in slow motion.

She continued gazing, and without moving a muscle, she eventually said, “Is it real?”

James answered calmly, “oh yeah, you bet it's the real thing and let me tell you what happened to me just now.”  Then, taking a well-deserved seat on the nearby rocking chair, he told her every detail about his Friday afternoon banking caper.

James didn't see Ben again until a month later, well into the next year. 

Several weeks after this December banking caper, and three days before Christmas, Bankers Trust Company closed its doors to depositors nationwide.  One of 1,352 bank failures that year.
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JAMES STANISLAW, FORCED to leave school after the third grade, was not a stupid man.  Leaving school early and working at many small jobs over the years taught him the value of work.  Unlike Helen, he could read and write.  Over the years he began a quest of self-education, although he didn't call it that.  This allowed him to hold his own in an argument with his buddies at the local blind pig (speakeasy) among other places.  This was a man who would go about his business and reliably show up to work every day, to “make an honest buck.” 

At age almost thirty-one, and on the first of January, James Stanislaw had more anxiety and worries than ever before.  His mental state was not going to be helped by attending the Mummers Parade in center city with the family.  He rarely did, anyway.  His simple way of celebrating most anything was confined to a frosty, chilled one.  He and Helen needed to talk and over some strong coffee.  And they did.

By most measures, 1930 was an excellent year and a fortunate one for the family.  They bought their brand new two-story, red brick home in Roxborough a couple of blocks from the mill.  It was, indeed their dream home.  They had clawed and saved for it over the years.  It had three bedrooms, a basement, a back yard to hang the laundry and to grow vegetables, a big modern kitchen, and a large living room.  It was perfect, and they loved every square foot of it.

Both of them kept working at the textile factory despite the effects from the Wall Street crash. The family looked healthy.  And they had that miracle happen at Bankers Trust last month with James getting cashed out of his account.  He still couldn't believe that happened.  But he did believe it because he religiously checked the cash under his mattress daily to make sure he wasn't robbed in the middle of the night. 

During the remainder of December, all he could think about was the banking miracle.  It forced him to consider everything.  He reached some conclusions, and he needed to discuss all of this on January first with his roundish, Polish-German wife.  At this point in their marriage, they were still on relatively good speaking terms.  Weavers at a textile factory didn't make New Year's resolutions.  They couldn't even spell “resolutions.”  They made plans, but the word “plans” was too sophisticated sounding.

James' mother took the two children upstairs to get them out of the way.  He sat on the large grey sofa, with thin red stripes, in the living room after shoveling some more coal into the furnace in the basement.  His hands were dusty.  The house would be warm again soon.

“Did you like the breakfast, Jimmy?” Helen ventured, smiling.

“Yes, I did.  I always like it when you fix the pancakes.  Thank you.”  These were the first words of appreciation he paid to Helen in several months.  An extra
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