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      This book is intended to bring glory to God and show His hand on my life. I leave behind this written legacy for generations to come. I want them to know how the Lord watched over me with deep love. I made mistakes, but God’s grace flowed despite my foolishness. I had FUN and met many unforgettable characters along the way! I hope you enjoy this memoir covering two decades of my life.

      

      Gus Stefanow 2022
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            BIG MOVE

          

        

      

    

    
      My earliest recollections come in Euclid, Ohio, a suburb of Cleveland. I was born in Cleveland’s St. Luke’s Hospital in October 1963, but I can’t recall it. My parents, siblings, and I lived in a sprawling, old house near Lake Erie with Mom, Emily, and a dad that I am named after. My two older sisters were Linda and Shirley and my little brother Phil. We were a relatively honest, hard-working group of people. My family specialized in what they called “spite work,” becoming experts in aggravation, with fluency in sarcasm.

      My parents were an odd, loving couple. They irritated each other and laughed as they went. They popped out of closets and hallways to scare the bejesus out of each other. They’d do rotten things like sending us kids into the basement at night for articles they needed. We’d happily bound up the stairs without a care and then, “SHAZAM” they’d shriek like demons, stopping us in our tracks. Spite work in action!

      

      Dad was a classic workaholic who provided what his family wanted. He was a foreman at a local bakery called Fisher-Fazio plant and came home each day smelling like sweat and freshly baked bread. He went to 9th grade and decided that was all the schooling he needed. His Greek-Polish background made him an affectionate man who didn’t care what anyone thought it. One of my favorite things about him was the way he tucked me into bed. He’d pull the blankets up tight under my chin and tuck them down, give me a big bear hug and kiss my cheek. After the Second World War, he and his family migrated to Akron, Ohio from Hazelton, Pennsylvania where he met Mom. A funnyman, his pranks livened things up! Mom was the victim of his comedy, but she wasn’t a patsy. He got a rise out of her but paid the price afterward. 

      Mom’s family migrated from Kentucky after the war also. She moved back and forth from Akron to Kentucky, resulting in a 3rd-grade education that haunted her forever. She met Dad and they married mere weeks after. Mom was a proud hillbilly, an English-Irish-Cherokee Indian mixture, and spoke like she arrived off a southern turnip truck. She was a short, stocky woman with a hot temper with the best right hook in the neighborhood. She was sarcastic and a strict disciplinarian, but also generous and giving. Living through the Great Depression made her sensitive to others. Mom was superstitious and scared of many things but wouldn’t admit it without a fight. Mom was one of a kind. 

      Life on Naumann Avenue went by my liking. My two big sisters took turns spoiling me and it was an enviable position to be in. Shirley was already driving and took Phil and me out for rides with the radio blasting. Life was grand with no worries. Both sisters brought out the best in me. They read to me and allowed me to explore. They challenged me to learn new things, sparking a desire to know as much as I could on any subject. 

      Shirley was a natural role model. She was independent and believed in herself. She took me to movies or unique places like the Cleveland Zoo. She dated Al and I didn’t care for him. He moved in on my time with my big sister. I eventually learned to love him and could not chase him away. He and my sister were sophisticated. Mom said they were better than their upbringing. They were pretty cool to me.

      My sister Linda’s influence was not so much intellectual as social. While Shirley took me to museums, Linda took me to Euclid Race Dairy or Lawson’s Dairy. She walked to the corner store if I wanted to go. She loved taking care of her little brothers. FUN was her only objective! Her wild streak was as wide as the Buckeye State, and she married Paul after we moved. It was not recommended but happened anyway. 

      My kid brother, Phil, was two years younger and a handful. He found ways to get someone mad enough to pound him by agitation. (Dad said he could get Mother Theresa to take a swing at him.) He was irreverent and disrespectful, and that made him an icon to kids. He sang stupid little songs over and over. He and I fought as kids do, but he was my brother. I kept neighborhood punks from killing him, saving that for myself. He will always be my first best friend! 

      Life moved at a snail’s pace. Things didn’t change much and that was fine, but 1969 was a big year for our family. National news cluttered headlines. Vietnam War protests and nationwide riots dominated current events. With chaos on planet earth, the magnificent space program caught my still-developing mind. My family struggled to adjust to new surroundings. We bought a "fixer-upper” home in Eastlake, and Dad spent months working on it before moving in. Everything happened before my sixth birthday!

      My parent's choice of houses and mine were very different. They took the most they could get for the money. It was the last house on a dead-end street, suitable for corralling active young boys. I saw the “Munster” house on television. Good grief. 

      Shutters hung cockeyed on the second story of the contemporary colonial-style house. The yard looked like a war was filmed in it due to minefields of broken glass, rock, and trash. The place was beaten to death inside and out. Previous owners made the site look like a ghost wouldn’t live in it. Our new neighbors looked forward to our renovations.

      As we unloaded things, people watched. They waved and smiled as everyone could foresee property values rising. Phil and I got in the way. Mrs. Corman, a neighbor lady, asked us to play with her boys and, that's when we met our rivals. 

      The lady's boys were a year older than Phil and me, respectively. We were led out back to a metal thing called a "jungle gym" and other neighbor kids showed up to get a good look at us. There were the Kopps, another pair of boys our age. They informed us that their dad was a policeman who chased crooks. I told them that my dad was a baker. As we conversed, kiddie-style, another set of brothers came towards us. A chubby guy with black glasses and a burr haircut was out front. His redheaded brother sported the same haircut. The rest of the kids froze up in fear as the two came upon us. The older brother, eight years old, said his name was Robin. He told us that his house was near The Old Man’s place. We found out The Old Man was a short, grumpy guy with a permanent scowl who hadn’t smiled since World War II! The two brothers were the Welch boys.

      The rest of the kids breathed a sigh of relief and warned us about Robin. They said what he didn't. We could feel safe anywhere except by his place. That was where he kept his ammunition. Horror stories of welts from pears came to light. Over-ripe pears busted on heads and added insult to injury! The marks were unmistakable, with juice dripping from the victim's clothes and books. We were warned to travel in packs to go to school because a lone schoolboy didn't stand a chance. We didn’t know what to think of the new punk, but found that everything was true.

      The first few years in our new home were spent fixing something. The swamp beside the house stunk and bred mosquitoes. Dad complained, but it took years for a response. Our yard was seeded and re-seeded, but would not grow grass. Dad resorted to having sod brought in. Our windows were replaced and Dad repaired the walls. It took work but paid off. Most everyone was pleased, except one guy. 

      One neighbor was an odd man. His home was the perfect Better Homes and Garden magazine cover shot. His flowers were perfectly spaced and watered religiously. The man was a yard fanatic, and he could not stand it if everyone didn't keep up with his standards. He decided that he could not ignore our yard violations and one day he chose to confront our non-conformity.

      "Gus...I couldn't help but notice how lousy your yard looks! When are you guys gonna fix that yard?" Said The Yard Fanatic.

      Dad was mad when the man finished his tirade. He’d been bold enough to make his statements on our property! Dad couldn't resist.

      "Look, in case you didn't notice, I have been killing myself to fix up the INSIDE of the house first! You know that’s the part we LIVE in! Hey, if you mess with me, I swear I'll plant corn in my front yard!” Dad said. The man walked away with swiftness to his step, and he didn't mention our yard again.

      Our next-door neighbor, Penny, was a real prize, too. She was a small lady who spent a lot of her time in her yard, too. She had teenage girls, but she appeared to hate other people’s dogs and children. She complained about our new puppy, Tornado, and where he relieved himself. When Tornado got too close to her fence line, she impolitely cracked him with a rake. Naturally, the dog wanted to kill her and nobody knew why until Dad spied the old woman in action. He let loose foul words as he went. He made his point known and got an earful from Penny.     

      “Why do you people insist on having that dog so close to my property?” Penny asked. “Why won’t you train him to go somewhere else? He is an out-of-control brute that everyone is afraid of! You cannot even keep him locked up!”

      The whole city could have heard the conversation between Dad and our intolerable neighbor. Dad didn’t allow her to go on without a rebuttal.

      “What kind of a nut hits a dog while he’s doing what comes naturally! Answer that, will you?” Dad said. “You better pray that he never sees you when he’s loose!”

      Tornado tended to escape roadblocks. He was a real Houdini of the canine variety. He was tough to keep at home, that much was true.

      Phil and I played ball in our backyard and occasionally lost a ball over the fence. Would Penny return the ball to us? No, she put it in her trash can! She was an eccentric woman who put her little dog in the basket on her bike just like the Wicked Witch! Most kids called her Penny, because her last name was impossible to pronounce! (It was something that sounded like “Slopstick.”) She was ALWAYS watching us.

      Our hillbilly neighbors up the street, the Rowens, were a strange bunch. Their house looked like it had just crashed in Oz. There was always a junk car sitting in the yard. The husband worked like a demon to support his little army. Their home sat across from The Old Man’s place. How lucky could they get?

      Our pastimes as Eastlake kids were limited to our obsession with football, kickball, basketball, baseball, or a variety of violent games. Eastlake was primitive compared to neighboring cities in that it rarely provided useful sidewalks. Ditches were much more fun. 

      Ditches lined the opposing sides of our streets and came in handy for kids to play in. In summer, we hid in them and pretended they were trenches. Fall meant raking dead leaves to jump in them like maniacs. It was hours of fun. When winter arrived, snowplows moved tons of the white stuff. We grabbed shovels and hollowed out ditches to create snow forts.

      Snow forts took great care to construct. Phil and I worked for hours like beavers to make the perfect place to challenge the Corman boys for snowball fight supremacy. We stockpiled snowball ammunition for all-out assaults on our rivals. We prepared in case a certain Welch boy made an appearance. The ditches came in handy.

      Although not technically a part of my neighborhood, my cousins, The Crazies, played an integral part in my life. Their dad worked with me and we saw each other frequently. There were seventy-two of them squeezed into a bungalow-style house near ours. Their dad, a hot-tempered man, was Mom’s first cousin. His wife was a saint, enduring life and smiling at the same time. The kids ranged in age from newborn to teenage and were wild as snakes. Phil and I were always overwhelmed when visiting, feeling like Custer at Little Bighorn. With our pack of cousins around, we were rarely bored.

      The Crazies household was a small army camp. Food was rationed out like gold from Fort Knox. It was done that way or the little ones faced starvation. The bigger kids would not leave a crumb for anyone else. Phil and I saw how lucky we were each visit.

      The return visits to our house by our cousins were a sight to behold, too. It was China invading Rhode Island. Phil and I were overmatched by the gang. Sometimes things got broken due to roughhousing. In one instance, we almost got killed.

      For Phil’s July birthday, my parents planned out a huge celebration. Dad bought the coolest swing set on the block. Our new set was state of the art and the Cadillac of swing sets. While tall and strong, there were no anchors to keep it still. Dad dug holes but put no concrete in them. None of us knew we were in this disaster, a backyard accident waiting to happen.

      We wolfed down Sugardale hot dogs, Dan-Dee potato chips, and cake. We washed it down with Cotton Club or Little Tom’s soft drinks. After the carnage of opening gifts and playing silly games, we headed to the swing set. Our sturdy piece of yard machinery was just right with kids of equal weight, but not eight to ten in various sizes. We pushed the maximum capacity on our new toy.

      With the kids hanging on, we got the set rocking. It was too close for comfort to the fence that was merely three feet away. While our parents swilled cold beers, we pushed play land beyond normal limits. With double the recommended weight, we squealed so loudly that we failed to notice the swing set legs coming out of the holes. The rear legs pressed themselves further into the ground. The front legs popped out and the entire set shook violently…backward! The set tipped and little bodies flew everywhere. Chains pinched little hands and feet. Bare skin got caught on chain link fence tops. Parents sprinted to untangle the mass of children. The wailing could be heard for miles! Dad never did cement the holes, but no one was too eager to see how high the glider would go after that.

      My parents loved to entertain and their parties became famous or infamous, depending on whom was asked. My parents were also into integration before it became law. Everyone was welcome in our house. My Dad pitched on a softball team for work that consisted of many black players. Our neighbors felt threatened each time we'd have a victory party. We created a stir in lily-white suburbia by inviting Dad's teammates to the house. We cranked up James Brown, the Temptations, or Sly Stone and thought nothing of it. Everyone was welcome at the Stefanow house. The only requirement was to… BE COOL! 

      Once when the neighbors were having a meeting in The Yard Fanatic’s driveway over our choice of guests, Dad got tired of the gawking. He brought out the lawn jarts and started a tournament just to spite the neighbors. Phil and I were razzed mercilessly by the other kids. We ran home in tears and told our parents. We'd never been called those names before and asked for an explanation. Dad told us that the other people were just ignorant. He said those folks needed to learn that deep down, everyone was the same. He said he knew how to fix them. He asked us to tell the parents that the "different" people were going to BUY our house!

      Phil and I did as told. Mr. Corman choked on the cheap, nasty cigar he was smoking. He stood up as the cigar dropped into his lap and exclaimed " Jesus, Joan, they'd sell to THOSE people!" The neighbors were engaged in colorful talk about my parent’s state of mind. Mr. Corman wasted no time in getting to our house to ask plenty of questions. Dad knew how to shake up the neighbors! 

      Our neighborhood was full of oddballs, racists, and somewhat normal people. We tried to fit in, regardless of cost. As Dad always said "Some people won't like you no matter what you do!" His words were prophetic!

      Dad’s friend named Parson came to the house regularly and his visits caught the neighborhood watch folk’s eye because, Oh LORD, he was black, too! Parson was a co-worker, softball player, and a street preacher who could bring down the house with a fiery Gospel message. He was quick with a smile and a bear hug. 

      Parson was the quintessential walking nightmare for me. While the adults loved him, kids looked at him suspiciously because he was over the top for us.   

      One summer day, Parson arrived as Phil and I were exiting our kiddie pool. While we went for towels, Parson went for us. He began shrieking as only a Mississippi “fire and brimstone” preacher can. 

      “Why, I’m gonna… BAPTIZE YOU, BOYS!!!” Parson bellowed.

      He chased us all over that yard. We ran like scared rabbits with the literal fear of God in our souls and limbs! I wrapped myself around my dad’s legs and held on as if my life depended on it!

      “DADDY, THE BROWN MAN…. IS GONNA …. GET ME! HELP!!!!!

       Dad and Parson laughed until they cried, but it was no laughing matter to me. The friendship Dad and Parson started in 1949 lasted over 50 years. He eventually quit pestering us about baptism stuff, but not until we were simply too big for him to take down. NO lie! Parson and his wife, Hettie Mae, were the dearest friends. 

      Everyone overlooked Mom’s funny quirks. The move brought changes that she couldn’t cope with. We loved her despite her butchering of the King’s English or backwoods Kentucky ways.  She needed water near her bed at night. She insisted that we kids never sleep on our stomachs. She’d been raised in a pseudo-Christian home heavily influenced by mountain lore. However, she cracked in front of us. 

      My first notice of her carryings-on was before my grandparents moved “down-home” for Mamaw to care for my great-grandmother. Mom kneeled near statues of Jesus and Mary adorning our yard. Snow swirled around her as she knelt in a trance. Everyone tried to get her inside, but she was as stiff as the statues. (Extreme spite work?) Mom came inside with a dazed look. The scenario was a harbinger of things to come. It was her first nervous breakdown. 

      Mom deteriorated emotionally. Dad tried helping by taking her to a psychiatrist named Dr. Simmons. The good doctor sounded like a mad scientist. I couldn’t imagine what the quack looked like in person and, thankfully, I never found out. He prescribed tranquilizers, but it would not last long. Her mental status was evaluated daily.

      When my grandparents returned to Kentucky, the whole world was out of kilter. Mamaw’s elderly mother, Ma Smith, was in bad health at ninety years. She’d been dying each year since I was born. They moved during the summer and I missed them. A temporary scar was burned into my young mind.

      The only bonus from my grandparent’s relocation came when Papaw came to live part of the year with us. He’d stay every April through November to beat the snow. He was a carpenter and could not make the wages in Kentucky that he could in Ohio. I loved having him around our house. He was a kind man with funny stories and no regard whatsoever for traffic laws. He drove like he was on a NASCAR speedway. He was much-welcomed, and his laid-back demeanor helped Mom stay more normal than when he was absent. 

      A year after the first diagnosed breakdown, Mom endured another emotional setback. She took her medicine and visited Dr. Simmons regularly. Dad worked double shifts and Mom snapped harder. She was obsessed with a fear of death. She needed help from what was ailing her and went to great lengths to find it. 

      What was wrong with Mom? Her mood swings and wild behavior kept Phil and me on edge. We were so young that we didn’t know how to handle it. 

      A typical day was filled with terror and anxiety. The school was a welcome relief to get away for a few hours. Dad darted out the door as I arose and ate breakfast. Sometimes I wished that I could go to work too! It was Hell on earth and included daily beatings for minor offenses. Mom shrieked like an Irish banshee to startle us out of our sleep. Simply said, it was NUTS. 

      Mom was obsessed with cleanliness and scrubbed the dickens out of everything. Unfortunately, that included Phil and me. She scrubbed us with Ivory soap, one at a time. Then she’d take us by the hair of the head while she worked shampoo in. She’d douse our entire head with a half-gallon pitcher of water. We were forbidden to move, her weight keeping us in place. I struggled, shaking like a wet dog while Mom screamed. Each time that I resisted, I got head slaps and another round of shampoo treatments until Mom felt that I was clean. Sometimes our baths took hours. 

      Mom fell into “spells” and went out of her mind. With summer in full bloom, she’d take Phil and me off the street during an all-important game. She’d make us come inside and get ready for bed as early as six or seven p.m. It was unacceptable, but our cries for justice fell empty. We’d gaze out the window at our friends having the times of their lives. Sometimes we’d sleep on the floor in camping gear. We spread out our bags, regardless of whether the sun was up or not. It was a miserable existence. I’m sure that the neighbors always wondered what was going on at our house, but never asked. 

      One night, Mom was in rare form. As we took positions, she barked at me to turn out the light. It was dusk and I calmly turned the switch off. Then Hades broke loose.

      “Junior, turn the light ON!” Mom screamed. 

      

      Up once again, I complied and flicked the light back on. I headed back toward my bed, and she interrupted my trip.

      “I told you to shut that light OFF!” Mom yelled again. She was screaming at the top of her lungs. 

      I stood there dumbfounded. I was getting irritated.

      “Mommy, is it on or off?” I asked innocently. 

      She got upset and in a gruff voice, told me to turn the light off and on until she decided that it was enough. I did it twenty-five times, each time only imagining what our neighborhood must have been thinking. After twenty-five more flicks off and on, she stopped. She was upset enough though, to have me call Dad at work. What he told me to do was unorthodox, but I agreed to it.

      “Daddy, Mom is having a real SPELL here tonight. She’s got me turning lights on and off. What should I do?” I asked my exasperated father. 

      “Give her a glass of whiskey and make her drink it. She should be fine until I get home.” Dad answered.

      I hung up the phone, not wanting to keep him from running a bakery plant. I filled a glass with whiskey and I handed it to Mom. She took a big gulp and drank the glassful. Within minutes, our house was peaceful and calm. Mom got quieter than when she took tranquilizers. She fell fast asleep and I labeled Dad a medical genius. There was peace in our valley. It lasted for hours. Then Dad, our great physician, came home.

      Dad’s car pulled in and we both leaped up. I proudly opened the door and allowed him to enter. He was grateful that Mom was resting so comfortably. He hugged us both, then let go and gazed at the glass on the floor.

      “Hey…. hey, now what is THAT glass sitting there for? That is your mother’s water glass, right?” Dad loudly inquired.

      “Yeah, Daddy, that’s the glass I filled with that stinky stuff you told me to give her.” I answered with pride.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! Dad bellowed, “don’t tell me that you gave her a glass of whiskey that BIG!’

      I felt no reason to lie. His plan worked so well that I didn’t want to be the one to ruin it. After all, I was only following orders.

      “Do you know what a shot glass is?” Dad interrogated.

      “No,” I replied, “but isn’t that what I gave her?”

      “Good Lord, no, no…no!” Dad shouted. He went over to our liquor cabinet and pulled out a teeny tiny little glass that made our water glass look like a fifty-five-gallon drum. He was steamed.

      “This, my son, is a SHOT glass!” Dad screamed. “No wonder your mom went straight to sleep. Who wouldn’t?” 

      I saw no harm in what happened. Mom quieted down and there was harmony in our home. She slept fourteen straight hours. The tranquilizers aided the alcohol I’d given her. I never again administered his method to deal with Mom because I could have given her a permanent nap. No, this instance was NOT spite work, just inexperience with alcohol.
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      My faith is different than most folks and our big move affected it. My parents raised me as a Catholic-Baptist-Pentecostal. Dad was solidly Catholic, blessed by the presence of a mother who was in church daily praying for her children. Mom was Southern Baptist with strong Pentecostal leanings. NOPE, not an ounce of spite work here. Our Christian upbringing ran parallel to my elementary school years.

      Dad was firm in his beliefs. He emphasized one God, and his Son, Jesus Christ. There was no discussion over which branch of Christianity was more correct. We could pick either one when we got older. We observed the traditions of the Catholic Church for Dad and any Mom wanted to observe also.

      We had wonderful Christian talks, but the application of the truth was lacking. It is an honest assessment to say we knew the rituals and symbolism but very little substance. I observed normal Christian behavior, as presented.

      My recollections of church are strange. I can only recall the vaguest memories about Dad's church. I remember that it was enormous and filled with statues of guys I didn't know.  The priest carried a little smoking pot that smelled terrible and burned my nose. The services were short but coupled with standing or kneeling. Candles were burned even in the warm months. Nuns wore funny black and white hats to match their dresses. Every service was orderly and virtually the same. That was what Dad liked about it; he got no surprises.

      Mom's houses of worship were entirely different. We attended a Baptist church on Cleveland's West Side that was just as opposite as it could get from the sedate, quiet Catholic Church Dad loved. The contrasts between my parent's places of worship could not have been more obvious than from the external appearances. The Baptist church was small and plain. Not a speck of colored glass was found in it. Many people passed right by it without knowing it was there. Inside, a person could lose an arm to a brother "so-and-so" or sister "what's-her-name?" Friendly, well-meaning folks shook hands and almost took it with them. There were no statues, candles, or ladies dressed in black. The priest was called a preacher and dressed like the crowd.

      Music was different in Mom's church. People clapped their hands and things were lively. Once services started, anything could happen and frequently did. The preacher spoke and the congregation erupted into songs that went on forever. There were no stoics in the group.

      One particular Sunday, this disorder was unsettling to Dad. He squirmed and looked at his watch. Mom caught him and gave him a pop in the ribs, using her perfectly sharpened elbow. He grimaced at her and shook his head. This led to a conversation that was anything but quiet.

      "Holy mackerel, Emily, these people go on FOREVER!" Dad said.

      "Quiet, Gus!" Mom bellowed out.

      Then Dad leaned over and said to Mom; "Ya know, the Catholics run a service, too, and keep it forty-five minutes! I make it home before kick-off!"

      Mom told Dad to "hush" and the whole church was looking at us. Mom could NOT whisper if her life depended on it. My parents got the hint and tried to keep quiet. The real excitement began with preaching! This was check-out time for me. I could sit through the festivities, but heavy eyelids did me in each week.

      I think Dad envied my chance to doze because he couldn't get away with it. I could have slept on a bed of nails. I dozed off and that in itself was a feat. At Dad's place, priests spoke softly and soothingly. Mom's preacher was the exact opposite. He put on a clinic in foot-stomping, shouting, and fire-and-brimstone preaching. I was surprised that the graves didn't crack open in the graveyard across the street! He paced from side to side near the pulpit, ranting and swinging his arms. I dreaded going to the "loud" church, but could nod off. My association with Christianity was odd, but at least my parents tried to give me spiritual roots, despite the comical presentation.

      Our move to Eastlake meant changes to church hopping. With the move over, we attended Saint Mary Magdalene church in Willowick. It was another huge place filled with statues of the same guys and a gigantic picture of Jesus behind the pulpit. This became our regular place of worship during my formative elementary school years. I was required to attend schooling in Catholic doctrine. I was a good budding Catholic-to-be.

      The indoctrination stuff cramped my style and coincided with first grade. I set my watch on Sunday service at the church, but this schooling was something else. It took place on sacred cartoon Saturdays. How cruel? I was dedicated to "Scooby-Doo", and the world's best cartoon show; "The Bugs Bunny Road Runner Hour!"  A kid could do without things, but couldn't miss Saturday’s ritual! I trudged off with other public school heathens every week.

      Day one in my new schooling was no fun. Hundreds of other kids ran around. I didn't know anyone, but Dad reminded me that other kids were in the same situation. We waited until nuns organized the misfits. Dad assured me that everything would be okay. He told me this was like Sunday school at Mom's church. I took a deep breath and joined the other brats.

      We were herded into a huge gym and divided by grade. I saw Keith Kopp standing there, too. I was happy to see one familiar face. The nuns were in charge and they worked for the priests. NO, they were NOT married to them.

      We were met by a very old nun with a face full of wrinkles. I was certain that she might have been in the church the whole two thousand years. She glared, grunted and started roll call. She looked like she could bite our heads off and then spit them back at us. This was no public school pushover. Someone made a smart crack and she took him to the chalkboard. She put his face against it and stood him there. This was no joke and she wouldn't take abuse. She put the fear of God in us, and it worked.

      Several years passed and the Saturday ritual continued. I learned the curious traditions of our faith. Holy water wasn't a drinking fountain. We prayed with a beaded necklace called a rosary. The guy running our church lived in a palace called The Vatican. His employees were bishops, cardinals (in red outfits no less!), or monsignors. He was related to Saint Peter. He was the boss, and everyone called him Pope. We reached the age for the first Holy Communion.

      We received our marching orders on what to wear, with several practice runs beforehand. I was not ready on my most important day.

      My day started badly because we got up late. Amid chaos and insanity, I misplaced my outfit and missed breakfast. To say I was feeling queasy in the family "smoke-mobile" was a gross understatement. I hoped for a smaller crowd but got the opposite. It was just my luck; the entire church was packed full of "jeepers-creepers" alright.

      I was as nervous as a turkey on Thanksgiving Day. Sister Mary sat beside me to discourage funny business. She was her stern self on a sacred day.

      Our row headed to the priest to put bread into our mouths. That made me uneasy, but the bread was the body of Jesus. I stepped towards the priest and opened my mouth, but I was too close. The wafer stuck into the back of my throat as I tried swallowing quickly. That thing was the size of a bingo chip and as tasty. I gagged and tried to allow it to dissolve, but it wouldn't. I sat down a little green and feeling sick! I tugged on Sister Mary's gown.

      "Sister… Mary… I don't feel…so good. "I said and it was all I could muster.

      Sister Mary ran me down an aisle at warp speed. I barged into a room of priests not completely in uniform. They stared in disbelief as I darted to a toilet and let everything fly. Out came that waxed paper bingo chip and I instantly felt better. Then the realization hit me; I just spat out the body of Jesus and flushed him down! I was the worst sinner! Surely hellfire and brimstone awaited me! How could I face the crowd? I cleaned myself up and headed back to my seat. The crowd was standing as I made my re-entry. Sister Mary assured me I could be forgiven. She said the Lord understood little green sinners. I dodged a real bullet.

      I made no mention of my sickness on our drive home. My folks were ready to entertain well-wishers. It was party time and I saw no need to spoil it.

      My indoctrination continued, but a startling change took place when classes were changed to Mondays. My cartoon pleasure returned but I was too old to enjoy them. One of the saints must have heard my impassioned pleas and put in a good word for me.

      The Junior High years brought changes to our faith studies. We went from having nuns teaching us to plain-clothes "civilians" like our regular school. No feelings were hurt when the nuns moved on. The laypeople donated time and were more down-to-earth. Their laid-back style suited me.

      My confirmation came and went without the traumatic hiccup of my First Holy Communion. My party revelry came as expected. I wanted to switch churches and try again. Folks joined the Protestant churches and only got a handshake and a Bible. I was not going to be the next Pope, but I learned eternal things that stayed with me forever.

      I was won over firmly by the Catholics, but went to the Baptists, as required. We pulled up to a church and Mom was ready to go in, but Dad’s reservations rose. He hated being the new people.

      We found a pew and settled in. People stared just like Dad said they would and some greeted us. The pews were comfortable to doze in. Long services were tough on kids.

      I scanned the church for a familiar face, and nothing came into view. I peeked behind me and I saw the Crazies, invading the place like the grasshoppers from biblical times! My spirit was lifted to see them taking over. How lucky could I get?

      My joy was short-lived. We stood  and sang as Mom bellowed out the tune.  Someone flipped my left ear with their fingers! I whirled around to find the culprit. Seven Crazies were behind me, so I stared them down. We sat down after singing twenty-five songs.

      Some lady then sang a horrible song. She moaned like her stomach ached. Dad whispered into Mom's ear about why Baptists allow anyone to sing. Mom told him to HUSH in her less-than-whispering way. She squelched the spite work right there.

      The preacher's sermon lasted longer than most could stand. Dad was my ally in sermon/service length. I watched his head bob several times. Mom gave poor Dad a rib shot/knee slap and got him out of his slumber.

      The Baptists were unprepared for what the Stefanow/Crazie family combination brought to their church. The unholy alliance challenged them in ways no one could have imagined. Who said Satan was a regular attendee in church each Sunday? The Crazies attended church only because almost everything else was closed Sundays. They were everywhere and it was an open season on those souls. Maybe someone prayed each week that we'd be out of town, sick or in jail!

      Lakeland Baptist made tactical errors by grouping us by age. Separated, we could be coerced to behave, but in this configuration, we fed off one another. Secondly, the poor teachers were unprepared for our lack of interest. These saps were too cordial, and we knew it! We ran around playing tag. We showed wrestling holds, acted like the Three Stooges, or practiced Kung Fu moves.

      Sunday school became a weekly highlight for Phil and me. We knew the regular service would be jail. No kid could move an inch with my mom around. The long, drawn-out service brought out the worst in us. We got an answered prayer when something called a junior church started. It was held away from our folks and the kids said "Hallelujah!" when announced. We avoided Pastor Heller and his damnation sermons. Phil and I enjoyed entertainment and snacks while Dad suffered. The Baptists grew on me.

      The junior church was an extension of Sunday school and we didn't expect to change seats. However, if that was wild, junior church was more fun than a barrel full of monkeys! We shared a common area with open seating like a rock concert. Cool people slouched in back rows. Maybe the serpent masqueraded as an Eastlake grade schoolboy.

      The special services started with corny songs and we lip-synched. The staff favorite was "Deep and wide" and they beat it to death. We held arms outstretched for the "wide” part and vertically for the "deep" part. Pandemonium ensued because we got overzealous slapping one another. We waved arms wide enough to slap people on both sides. We coordinated slaps until a riot happened, whacking like Stooges. Teachers placed adults near so we couldn't get worked up, but we laughed hysterically.

      Mom became a member of Lakeland Baptist Temple. Phil and I were considered attending non-members and candidates for the Baptist way of immersion. We were sprinkled with the Catholic tradition and it was enough for us. The Baptists were intent on getting people "saved" and then dunking them in a miniature pool called a baptistery. It looked dangerous.

      Baptism was big and it was comical to see folks dressed in white gowns submerged into a dunk tank. All we could see then was the preacher from the waist up. The candidates went behind a wall. The poor soul walked into waist-deep water. Preacher Heller said a few words, cupped his hand over the soul's mouth (Phil and I agreed that this was to keep them from screaming.) and dunked them like donuts. Large or tall people were best to watch. Seeing them waddle like ducks was something to chuckle about.

      We waited until the folks were fully dressed and greeted them for bravery in the face of drowning and/or strangulation. We were checking to make sure they came up out of the water! The ritual was bizarre. They didn't do this at Dad's church. It was so big that we'd have needed Lake Erie to get everyone taken care of.

      Phil and I bounced between my parent's churches and theology.  Mom's reservations about her church were about feelings. Lakeland was tame, and Mom preferred "More full of the Spirit", as she worded it. Nothing we'd been to so far could hold a candle to what was coming.

      Cousin Ralph was under six feet tall and over four hundred pounds of displaced Kentuckian. He and his diminutive wife pestered my mom to visit their church. Dad remarked that these "Holy Rollers," used LIVE snakes in a service! Dad relented, but warned if ONE snake showed, we’d be gone! Snakes and church were an odd combination.

      One Sunday, we gathered for final adjustments. Phil and I wore suits that Mom inspected. Our rock-hard dress shoes accompanied the mandatory belt. Mom finished off a can of Aqua-net hairspray as Dad put the finishing touches on his tonic-coated hair.

      We pulled up in front of a tiny white church and sat there. Dad, sighed heavily and made the sign of the cross. He knew he'd have rather gone anywhere else. Mom removed Phil from the car. I dreaded the place, but I knew Dad did too.

      We took a pew near the back and sat down. Cousin Ralph and his family were overjoyed to see us, but we couldn't return the enthusiasm. The whole congregation, twenty-five strong, greeted us. We were stuck.

      Things got off sedately with announcements. Since preachers in the Protestant world were plainclothes variety, it was hard to tell who would be speaking. The brevity made us realize this was no preacher.

      A woman lifted a guitar. Maybe this was a treat! She sang a song about God being alive, not dead as some news article said. Her bluegrass-inspired song was good, even though I didn't care for that style of music.

      After twenty minutes, I lost interest. I peeked at Dad and he tapped his hands to the music, smacking his legs. I was certain no one could hear snickers over the ear-splitting music, but of course, MOM did! I shook while Mom squeezed Dad’s hand it like a boa constrictor. She caught my attention with her patented "Uh-UHHHHH!" grunt. It was time to settle down or face extinction. Spite work target acquired and eliminated.

      Another man stepped forward, but he wasn't the pastor, either. He was a deacon and spoke of the "penny march." He put a large kettle in front of the pulpit. Happy people sauntered down the aisles and deposited coins. Everyone danced in a “do-si-do” manner. It became our pew's turn to head forward. We were used to several guys shoving a basket or plate in our faces. Dad moved his shoulders to the beat of the music until Mom popped him with a rib shot.

      If we thought Pastor Heller was long-winded, then we was nothing compared to the preacher! The man screamed, stomped his feet, shuffled his shoes, and waved his arms like a windmill. We were terrified but afraid to run out. The man took in a breath between words and ended each sentence in an "A" sound. He said "God said-uh" and "today-uh" or "we-are-uh." He sweated profusely. Dad kept nodding towards the door. Mom squinted and gritted her teeth at him. Shrieking people talked some gibberish. A young woman stood in place, moving her legs up and down while shouting "Help me, Jesus!" Others joined in and stood, screamed, or jumped. Phil and I tried to duck under the pews. More folks went into a bizarre dance ritual. We hadn't seen anything like this since American Bandstand or Soul Train!

      We were scared but tickled. Mom found no humor in our irreverence. What we thought could not be topped soon was. A man came down an aisle shaking like he'd been stung by bees. The preacher just ranted on, but I could contain myself no longer! Dad turned his head away rather than face his silly sons. Mom clenched her teeth at me, but I fell from my seat in tears. Phil said, "Gus, that guy looks like a chicken with its head cut off!" I covered the chuckles as tears poured. The poor man may have been having convulsions. We weren't sure.

      The preacher closed the service. We bolted for the door like a herd of buffalo. Mom shook hands while the rest of us were shaking our legs to get out. Mom was delayed before she got to the car. I don't think Dad let her get both feet in the door before squashing the gas pedal. We left a cloud of smoke as we peeled away. The scene was from a cartoon.

      "You guys act so ignorant in church services! Wait 'til I get you home!" Mom snorted.

      "Emily, it was just as much me," said Dad. "That was the craziest church I have ever seen!"

      Mom wasted no time replying to Dad's revelation.

      "They are full of the Spirit in that church. You guys are just too dumb to appreciate it!" Mom responded.

      "Huh," said Dad, "full of the spirits, maybe! Those people were maniacs! I thought I was in a crazy house! People jumpin' like monkeys! Did you see some of them raisin' their hands like they were gonna fly out of there?"

      "Heathens…heathens is what I'm raisin'," Mom howled. "And it doesn't help none when their stupid father goes along with them! YOU and your SPITE WORK!"

      "Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!" Dad piped back. "Can I help it if only you liked that place?  I'll be lucky if I get to see the kickoff for the Browns game!"

      Mom was certain that we were headed straight for Hell. She saw nothing funny in the services. Another comedy was to follow. Irreverence grew on me. Sarcasm was a tasty treat, too.

      It was obvious that Dad would never attend Cousin Ralph's church again. No amount of coercion could sway him! Our opportunities to make light of our Christian brethren were limited to whatever church we visited, but television brought us new avenues. Mom wasn't going to get any happier.

      Sunday mornings were hectic and harried. Mom took hours to pick out the correct dress and accessories. Dad scanned the headlines of the Cleveland Plain Dealer. Phil and I tried Mom's patience differently each week.

      One Sunday arrived as an exception. Dad, Phil, and I were dressed and ready early while Mom put on her million-dollar outfit. Our newspaper was late, so we flipped on the television to watch cartoons. What we stumbled on was entertainment never seen before.

      A short man with a bad southern drawl and a Moe-like sugar bowl haircut was preaching. He paced across the stage and pranced. While Dad normally changed channels, this man in the gaudy suit and gold jewelry caught his eye. He knew it would be good.

      Mom went on in her perfection quest while we sat glued to the spectacle unfolding. The preacher was going to "heal" someone and that brought out a wide grin on Dad's face.

      "This child has been deaf since birth-ahhh, the preacher said. “I’m goin' to show her the power of God-ahhh"

      An elderly woman stood among the hot lights and cameras. The smiling televangelist pulled her to his side and spoke loudly into one of her ears.

      "Ba-beeeee...Bayyyy-beeee, …bay…. bee!" he shouted. Nothing happened and the little woman stood there timidly.

      The preacher turned the woman to face the crowd. Two men stood beside the frightened soul. The preacher put his hands on the woman's head and shrieked "In the name of Jesus!" then screamed a little "Woo-hoo" yell, knocking the woman backward. The men helped her to her feet. Looking shocked and unkempt, the lady stumbled to the preacher. He positioned her for the cameras and spoke.

      "Awl-right, sister-ahh. We're gonna see the Lord at work tonight!"

      He cupped his hand and put it to her ear.

      "Bay-bee!" he shouted, "baby…bay-beee!" This went on again and again.

      Finally, the semi-confused woman’s eyes lit up as she tried speaking. She muttered something inaudible and then blurted out her supposed first-ever words.
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