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    Where does a deep abiding love begin, thrive, and continue endlessly? How does one define what makes a relationship last through decades of turmoil, chaos, and pain? There are no easy answers or simple formulas that ensure success. Humans cannot follow a simple ten-step plan for marital success to "make it" as a couple. When Gusty Stefanow met Emily Brummett in a small diner in Akron, Ohio, in 1948, sparks flew. Each instantly felt that the person they saw was the one they'd want from that moment forward. This book is an attempt to honor the comical bliss my parents survived for fifty-five years. I dedicate this book to them with some irreverence and lots of love. Enjoy the madness!
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CHAPTER ONE
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A fifty-five-year romance needs a solid foundation to fully appreciate its longevity. Love, or the simplified version that sprouts when two sets of eyes connect for the first time, can be cultivated as time goes by, as we’ll see in the case of my parents, Gusty and Emily Stefanow. 

As Dad taught, ladies first is the way to proceed. Even before the onset of World War II, Mom’s life became one of constant upheaval and struggle. She lived a nomadic lifestyle for years. 

Mom’s arrival on earth came with issues. Her mother, called "Mamaw," had a difficult pregnancy from start to finish. Mamaw's legal name was Jemima, but nobody with any sense dared call her that. Oddly enough, she went by Jay, Jaybird, or Bunt her whole life. (An Appalachian tradition, I surmised.) A tough Kentucky mountain woman, she feared little in life. Mom came along during the Great Depression as a blessing and another mouth to feed. Poverty became the only thing in abundance.

Mom developed a fever, and doctors were scarce as hen's teeth in the holler known as Frog Level near Huntin' Shirt, now known as Manchester, Kentucky. Mamaw's first husband, Johnny, rode off on horseback to get medicine and fetch the doctor. On his return trip, the young man got bucked from his horse and thrown into a nearby creek. He remounted the horse at the height of a cold winter without losing the medicine. He caught pneumonia and died on Mom's first birthday in 1932. 

Mamaw stayed single for years, taking a job with the Works Progress Administration that required her to leave Mom with her maternal grandmother, also named Emily. This arrangement lasted about three years before Mamaw found a beau named Willie. Though eight years her junior, the situation worked for both. He worked in the coal mines and came with strong, handsome features. After tiring of the danger and the pay, he (known to us as Papaw) went into farming to earn a living. Physical, violent fireworks from stress and dueling personalities meant the “lovebirds” crowned each other with everything from fireplace pokers to ax handles. At least nobody got shot. 

Papaw’s chicken farm lasted for several years before the Depression got worse, and he got stuck with animals to feed on acreage that was unaffordable. “Chicken in the mornin’, chicken in the evenin’, chicken at supper time” became the family refrain they grew disgusted with rapidly. (Mom never ate fish or fowl for the rest of her life.)

Mamaw worked to help support her little family. She got paid 25 cents a day to work the fields of those who were better off. With Mom a youngster, Mamaw chose to leave her at home. To ensure that Mom stayed in place, Mamaw removed a feather from her bed and placed it in the doorway of their cabin. To keep Mom restrained, Mamaw told her a monster would appear from the feather and eat her if she tried escaping. Psychological warfare indoctrination started early for Mom. Fear of everything was purposely pounded into her developing brain and psyche, creating wounds that festered later in life. 

The family faith combined Christianity, mountain lore, and sheer superstition. For regular churchgoers, biblical literacy lacked a strong orthodoxy. Allowing “additions” to a Christian-based upbringing was typical and expected where Mom grew up. The environment promoted à la carte adherence to a belief system. Mix and match religion, if you will. 

Spill salt on the table? A remedy meant throwing more over both shoulders and blessing the house. Anyone with an upturned broom in the corner of their house practiced witchcraft. If one forgot something on a trip from home, the vehicle turned around, and every blessed soul counted to thirteen, so everything went well with the journey. Bad omens came in threes. Crossing silverware on the dinner table meant death for an unsuspecting soul. One always had to leave through the same door one entered. If one’s hand itches, expect to receive money or shake hands with a stranger. These samples were deeply embedded in Mom’s childhood and nearly consumed her as an adult. 

Mom experienced a few bright spots in her childhood. A dog to play with when Mamaw worked most of the day provided a blessing. Being able to visit a friend named Harlan Sanders became a treat. Mr. Sanders, a friendly old guy the family knew well before his fame in the 1960s, sat on his porch swing with Mom, telling tales about the old days. He hoped to one day keep a job that supported his family and led to the franchising of the world-famous “Kentucky Fried Chicken” empire. 

Economics improved in the latter part of the '30s, and Papaw moved the family to Akron, Ohio, for work in rubber or defense plants. His brother Hoss secured a job and a place to stay. Mom thoroughly rejoiced to have such luxuries as running water and indoor plumbing! It didn’t last, though, and a year later they went back to Kentucky. In Mom's view, this yo-yo effect kept the family going "backward." She only steeled herself to run away. She wandered off more with each passing year. She became the Original Kentucky Wildcat to the ones who knew her best!

Once in the Bluegrass State, Papaw returned to the mines for steady, dangerous work. Mamaw tilled the land, kept the cupboards as full as possible, and sometimes put Mom in school. Mom fell behind the other children and hated returning, especially since she treasured her stay in Ohio. Irregular attendance haunted Mom throughout her whole life, and she struggled to find any semblance of formal education. She learned "street smarts" and put them to use. Living by "hook or crook" became a reality. 

After a couple more KY-OH-KY excursions, Mom was tired of the nomadic lifestyle. In her early teens, she openly rebelled against both parents on a daring, almost suicidal path. 

“Mom, when we go back to Ohio, I am stayin' there! You got me used to them fancy toilets, runnin' water, and modern stuff so that you can have Kentucky!” Mom blurted out one day. 

Mamaw bristled and would have none of the argument, no way, shape, or form.

"Little lady, you can think all you want about where we're livin', but you're gonna stay where you been a-planted until old enough to take off!”

“I’m tellin’ you, I ain’t livin’ down here and a-marryin’ some ol’ boy in overalls with a chaw in his mouth! We get back to Ohio, and I swear I'll marry the first forner who asks me!” 

Undeterred, Mamaw ended the conversation with a "We'll see about that. That'll be the day you marry some dad-gummed forner!” 

Before long, Papaw was offered a construction job with a union company, which he readily accepted. The DeBartolo Corporation needed skilled carpenters in northeast Ohio, and there were jobs aplenty in the post-war building boom! Housing was tough, but with a brother already having a place, the family set sail again to greener pastures. Akron, Ohio, became the landing spot for peace and prosperity. The Buckeye State experienced tremendous growth, and Mom's family fit right in. 

Dad’s trek from northeast Pennsylvania to Akron came about after an upbringing in Hazelton that he became fortunate to have lived through. With immigrant parents speaking broken English from Greece and Poland, respectively, Dad's large family suffered from want. Pop Stefanow, an itinerant chef from Greece, came to the United States as a nine-year-old stowaway, as family legend tells it. Mom Stefanow went to the U.S. via Poland. With Pop taking jobs outside the local area to feed his family, Mom took care of seven children and scrubbed floors in the evenings to scratch out a tough living. In the Stefanow family, poverty breathed palpably. 

Dad became the baby of the family via a family tragedy that haunted him his whole life. Uncle Leo, the youngest Stefanow child, drowned at a family picnic when Dad was very young. Dad couldn’t comprehend the loss, but a nun explained it to him in a way he understood. She likened life's length to the light of a candle at birth. Candle sizes vary, but regardless of size, when each candle burns out, God brings that soul home. Although not easy, Dad grasped the idea as best he could. His zeal for life, spontaneity, and inability to control impulses may lie in his comprehension of Uncle Leo’s accident. 

Seeing the brevity of life, Dad relaxed family rules and acted up while his father was out of town. The list of “Little Rascal-like” adventures might fill a book on its own merits. Examples come from Dad's recollection of growing up. His appearance reminded many of a character called "Froggy," a boy with thick glasses and a voice that peeled paint from walls. Dad accepted ribbing from siblings but not classmates looking for trouble. He and his brothers fought routinely, training him to handle bullies. 

One day, Dad got bored hanging around doing nothing and got friends together for fun. Evening came, so they went to the local lumber yard and broke out every window in the building. When the police sirens blared, where did they run? Of course, they confidently hid inside the local precinct where nobody would look for them! Model citizens. 

As a teen, Dad and his pals liked to play a game of “smash-your-neighbor's face," and the gang loved it. The idea involved finding another teen of equal size, "sucker-punching" them in the face, and moving on rather rapidly. 

Late one Saturday night, Dad scanned the streets and picked out a victim. Just a block over, one was minding their own business when they came into view. Dad crossed the street to welcome the soul into a new awareness.

Dad, smiling, stepped directly into the path of the unknown patsy. He drew back his fist and firmly planted it into the guy’s skull! The guy fell backward as Dad’s buddies rejoiced from a distance. Game on!

The "boy" sprang to his feet and, with the arms of an undersea octopus, pummeled Dad with a series of blows, punctuated by a judo chop to his midsection that left him gasping for air and eating sidewalk. Dad's friends arrived to help him; afraid their fate would be the same if they intervened. 

This "boy" approached the light, and everyone saw the supposed teenager. The light revealed the man's stocky build and five o'clock shadow. The man kindly reached down to pull Dad to his feet, explaining that, as a United States Marine, he’d come home on leave to visit his girlfriend. 

Dad’s buddies left him and ran away as fast as their legs would take them. Dad quickly apologized, shook the man's hand, and stumbled home. He taught his kids this lesson: Don't start fights with anyone! He preached that the Stefanow family didn't start fights but did finish them.  

Dad’s family received entrepreneurial instincts at birth, especially when looking through the lens of history. His enterprising idea was to go to the local supper club (Genetti's), set up a paid-parking booth, and don an outfit from a second-hand store. He made money hand over fist for several weekends, thrilling the family with the “easy-money” exploits. His business crashed when a new Cadillac pulled into the lot one evening. When quizzed by the annoyed driver about paying to park and its authorization, Dad proudly proclaimed, "Why, Mister Genetti set this up!"

"What? Cried the incensed man, I am Mister Genetti!"

Thus, the business folded up that night as Dad left in a hurry, tossing his uniform and cap as he ran! 

Dad routinely tested Mom Stefanow’s patience when Pop worked out of town. He'd apologize, repent, and then repeat the sequence. Being the youngest meant getting a certain amount of grace not readily afforded to the other children. It ended in a surprise one late at night. 

Did Dad have a bedtime with Pop out of town? Sure, Mom Stefanow routinely checked in on him because he’d prowl the streets after dark. When bored, he always returned home. 

After hanging out at the railyards, busting streetlights, or rigging free pinball games, Dad strolled home like the original gangster wannabe. He enjoyed smoking as a teen because he'd secretly done it since age nine, but not quite so openly as this night. 

He hopped over the locked gate, humming a contemporary tune, victorious in his defiance. What he could not see in the dark was the figure of Pop Stefanow sitting motionless on the porch swing. 

Dad flipped his finished cigarette, stepped up to the door, and searched for his key. Judgement Day thrust itself upon him. 

Pop gave no dissertation. He gave no words of wisdom or warning when he rose. He calmly looked into his son's eyes, pulled back a massive meat hook fist, and clobbered Dad into a flowerbed in the front yard. 

As Dad awoke, Pop stood over him and kindly said, "You no more lie to your mother, you get me?" 

Dad’s jaw sat slightly out of square, but he muttered that he understood. He knew his father to be tough but fair. There was no need for a rematch! 

Dad’s wandering led him to a Navy recruiting office. Though only sixteen years old, he said he was eighteen. One call home, and Mom Stefanow set the record straight. Dad set his sights on the Merchant Marines, and Mom Stefanow agreed to sign him up for a non-combatant role in the Pacific. Weeks later, the Japanese surrendered, and most troops, even two of Dad's older brothers, began returning home. 

Uncle Stan served in the Army during WWII and went on to have an excellent job in Akron, Ohio. He and Aunt Marge settled in and readied for the post-war prosperity the country envisioned. 

Mom and Pop Stefanow still had their youngest at home to corral and give directions. After a few more run-ins with authority, Dad needed a change. With Uncle Stan just one state away, the family joined him in the Buckeye State. 

The Pennsylvania-Kentucky collision course set itself for both clans. Americans would forever link nomadic lifestyles with very diverse backgrounds and experiences. People readied for a better life; if that meant moving to get it, so be it! If the post-war stars aligned, anyone not on board would miss their chances! Only time would tell if the world could handle it.  
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Pop Stefanow quickly got a job in Akron, given his culinary skills. Everyone settled into a routine, striving to adapt to the hustle and bustle of a growing American city. Jobs were plentiful for the average person who desired to lead a productive life. Things went well with Dad’s move. Optimism ruled the day. 

Over at Mom’s place, Papaw’s great union job with benefits meant he could retire in his later years. Mom and Mamaw clashed, with head-butting becoming the day's highlight for the mother-daughter duo. Mom wanted the more remarkable things in life that Mamaw saw as less critical. She and Papaw covered the basics of food, clothing, and shelter. Mom being ungrateful or just expecting more in the newfound post-war prosperity? Mom decided to earn her own money in the world. It went over like a turd in a punchbowl. 

"Mom, I am gettin' a job, and soon! Mom declared. 

“You're gonna do what, lady?” Mamaw replied. 

“You heard me! Ain’t nothing wrong with your ears! I am gettin' work to buy things I want!" Mom said, raising her voice for emphasis. 

"Emily, you sass me once more like that, and I’ll slap the lips off your face," Mamaw roared! No one doubted that she promised anything in the physical realm. 

Mom toned down the conversation but insisted on having a job to pay for "extras" her parents saw as nonsense. Makeup, jewelry, and new dresses she’d splurge on with disposable income. Months of constant badgering allowed Mom to get her way. This pattern continued throughout her entire life. She embodied the tenacity of a fox in a hen-house! Her constancy of purpose surpassed that of anyone on God's green earth. 

Mom's first job offer came after months of the standoff with Mamaw. Each waited for the other to blink. A friend told Mom of a jewelry counter downtown that needed someone for the cosmetics counter. Part-time work and bus line availability sealed the deal. After Mamaw and Papaw wrangled over the idea, Mom got her job! 

Mom started at the jewelry counter in downtown Akron right on schedule. A beautiful, petite young lady, she sold cosmetics to the “luxury-starved” public. Years of rationing everything created pent-up demand. More women entered the workforce out of necessity during the war, and the income they earned proved quite handy. Mom wanted to spend money not so much on a career as on the independence that fueled her to keep earning something of her own. 

While the money came steadily at the jewelry counter, Mom sought jobs more to her liking. When a server job opened at a local diner, it seemed like the answer and proved life-altering.  

The diner offered comfort food to local factory workers, businesspeople, and anyone wanting a speedy meal at a fair price. Mom’s “regulars” kept her on her toes until mere days before Christmas 1948, when a tall, dark, skinny stranger appeared. He showed no interest in the food and did not take his eyes off her. 

The stranger didn’t speak, but Mom felt his eyes on her with every move. His handsome, good looks caught her eye, but what if he were a maniac? Several days in a row, he ordered a coffee and then repeatedly played "Maybe You'll Be There" by Betty Jean Rhodes. Customers and staff were alike tired of the song until it played to the point of madness. 

One of the cooks pulled Mom aside and told her he worried about her walk home. He wrapped up a small knife and put it in her hand. He told her to use it if necessary because nobody could walk her home. Mom’s anxiety elevated when her shift ended, but she put the knife in her coat for safekeeping. The December cold made concealment very easy. She did not camouflage her fears, though. 

The handsome stranger followed as she crossed the street for the short walk home. Across a busy intersection, she felt his presence and heard his footsteps. Two more crossings and she'd be home, but as he approached, Mom sprang into action. No, he was sneaking up on an Irish-English-Cherokee woman. 

Whirling around with the blade visible, she startled the man! A sneer fell over her face as she tried to look fearless! 

"Wait a minute, ma'am, I don’t mean you no harm!' Dad yelled out when confronted. 

"Mister, one more move and I will cut you seventy-two different ways!” Mom responded.

"Hey, I just wanted to walk home with you, that’s it! Dad replied. 

"Look, I saw you a-eyeballin' me for days in the diner like some kinda weirdo. No way you follow me home, mister! No way!" Mom insisted. 

"Okay, but how about we talk on your next shift, okay, just talk! I'm going to be in there anyway. Nobody can stop me doin' that”, Dad now insisted. 

"Suit yourself, buddy, but I got people a-watchin' you every day!" Mom replied and hustled away down the street. For good measure, she did not go the direct route home, hoping to keep Dad in the dark about where she lived. 

When she arrived home, she told her folks about the encounter. Both were happy that she confronted the strange man and more content that she'd carve him up if he made any unwelcome advances. The incident made her uneasy about returning, so she took a few days off to ease the tension. 

On Mom’s first day back at the diner, the crew told how her “stalker” popped in each day to get a look-see for her. His determination to speak with her and willingness to chance a police escort off the property only exacerbated the situation. 

Sure enough, Dad showed up, ordered his cup of coffee, and stared away. Mom became unnerved, but something in the stranger’s eyes mesmerized her. Well-dressed, as usual, the man even appeared sophisticated for one so young. Every other employee kept
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