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    Since our youth, we've heard about honoring our mothers and fathers. What about honoring a sibling? How do we properly acknowledge the value of one's contribution to our lives? "Shooby" is my attempt to bring to life an unforgettable character. Phil Stefanow was comic, hardworking, and effervescent with energy that hit on all cylinders during his fifty-three years on planet Earth! Like him, love him, or hate him didn't matter because Phil was never ignored. The mayhem he brought to the masses should never be forgotten! His love for the Andy Griffith Show is how the book got its name. When Otis the Town Drunk got a "snootful, " his mouth felt like "Shooby, shooby, shooby." This book is dedicated to my little brother. May Phil smile upon this project. It was a labor of love, loss, and hilarity.
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An inglorious entrance

Chapter 1
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Any story written about Phil Stefanow must retreat to July 6, 1966, AKA the day of his birth. Ironically, the date comes across as 6-66, and some fear its significance. While many agree that Phil had devilish moments, his fifty-three years present a complicated personality manifested in great love, devotion, humility, and humor. The boy was full throttle from birth and did nothing halfway. Phil was meant to move!

I was so self-absorbed at age 2.5 that I didn't understand why we needed another boy in the family. My folks told me that I ignored Phil for the first year. When he walked, then ran after me, I had no choice but to deal with him. Big brother- hooray for me!

One vivid memory occurred at our home in Euclid, Ohio. Phil was in his walker and contained for a moment. Although he walked entirely without it, sometimes it was merely a restraint system. The boy was a rambling, gambling male with a built-in high gear.

I wheeled around in my metallic blue push-pedal Comet on our kitchen and dining room tile. A harsh storm brewed up between my volatile parents. Not four years old, I still had the presence of mind to jump into the big brother role and get Phil to safety. I pulled out the massive dining room table, chairs, and yanked Phil underneath before the war began. Then I wheeled my car in, too, and waited.

The tempo of Mom and Dad's argument increased. I was too young to understand what it all meant, but I felt safer under the table. In an instant, I saw feet and legs collide. I heard the smacks of skin on skin and loud swearing. "Hurricane Emily" went to the dining cabinet and retrieved a stack of ammunition commonly known as plates, saucers, and cups.

Mom chased Dad throughout the house, heaving the best dishware we had. All manner of dishes smashed into doorframes, on the floor, and into Dad. Phil screamed and cried as I attempted to comfort him. Before long, both parents grabbed their terrified boys and tried calming them down. That wasn't in the "Big Brother" manual, but I did what I could. It was tough to endure, but commonplace at our crazy house.

Happier times returned later, and Dad had his boys to himself. He always made it fun for us. Dad played the bad guy to my Lone Ranger persona. He'd wrestle us both simultaneously and even allow us to win occasionally.

Dad worked hard and loved Saturday afternoon naps. Phil got a bottle of milk, a blanket, and a ticket to his cage- the baby crib. I was told a story to keep me in check and encourage me to sleep. Before long, all three of us were out like lamps.

Neither Dad nor I heard the baby leave his crib under his own power. He must have stealthily climbed over the bars while dropping onto the floor. The giant house had two staircases with a landing in between, proving no obstacle to Phil. He reached our front screen door and exited discreetly.

An hour later, Dad awoke, and so did I. It was peaceful and quiet, so much so that Dad nervously went upstairs to check on Phil. I frankly didn't care where the punk was. He was out of the way.

"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, Phillip is gone! Oh, my Lord, we gotta find him!" Dad screamed while putting on my shoes.

The weather was excellent on the autumn afternoon as we scoured the neighborhood for my delinquent brother. I couldn't keep up with Dad's pace, so he carried me along as he yelled for Phil to show himself.

The frantic yelling drew many neighbors, who joined the posse searching for the lost child. We found nothing on both sides of Naumann Avenue until an elderly woman approached her front porch.

"Sir, sir, are you looking for a child by any chance?" The lady asked kindly.

Dad put me down and raced to her front door.

"Yes, yes, he's about eighteen months old with blonde hair, and..."

Dad was joyfully interrupted as the woman entered her home, took Phil by the hand, and led him out.

"Oh, he's safe! Thank you so much! I'd hate to explain this one to his mother!" Dad crowed.

The crowd gathered with us let out a collective sigh of relief as we took Phil home. We had only been there ten minutes when Mom's car pulled into the driveway. My father read me the Stefanow creed: lying is necessary for survival! 

"Listen now, dummy up about Phil getting out, OK? Let Mom be none the wiser, so she doesn't get excited, got it?" Dad said with a wink.

I was too young to realize how desirable the situation was. At my young age, I could neither spell nor utilize extortion. Dad got away with one for a while. I've dummied it up as best I can.

Phil was on the go at an early age and never slowed down until he left this planet. His penchant for mischief will always be admired by those who wish we had the nerve or the ability to try what he attempted.

On a sunny Saturday afternoon, my parents decided to take us to the bank. Phil, always adventurous, slid across the seat and grabbed my dad's big Chevrolet door handle. I nearly lost him that day, and at that point, it wouldn't have mattered much. Being Big Brother meant reaching across the seat to keep him from falling onto the pavement. One week later, my parents traded the car for a two-door model to keep my brother from trying that stunt again.

At the outset of my time as a Big Brother, I realized there was no getting rid of Phillip. He was going to follow me into eternity no matter what I did. Once he got legs, he chased me everywhere I went. Initially, what started as cute eventually became a real pain in the rumpus for me. It did not take long for me to figure out that, as Big Brother, I would always look out for the little guy. Would I always be bigger, stronger, and faster than my brother? Well, I did not shy away from responsibility. I understood that this is the natural order of things for siblings. Like it or not, I was on my parents' side when it came to keeping an eye on my little brother. It became a full-time job for me at an early age.

Shirley and hubby Al had a speedboat parked at a harbor in Cleveland. On a sunny afternoon, we assessed what Lake Erie could offer us as a family. The ironic part is that my parents never let us go near water to learn how to swim! Phil and I got life jackets while all four adults took their chances in what would be a very daring family outing.

Lake Erie consistently offers one- to three-foot waves, making boating choppy on any given day. My parents made a picnic lunch and put us at the back of the boat. Even with jackets on, Phil and I were terrified once the boat zipped away from the pier. Al installed the Corvette engine that would make the ship go nearly one hundred miles per hour on the open lake. Anyone unfamiliar with that speed on a great lake should try it sometime and see how they feel afterward.

Several miles into the lake, Al cut the engine so we could enjoy our lunch on a bumpy ride. We enjoyed homemade sandwiches, Little Tom soft drinks, and Pepsi-Cola products. When we drifted around long enough, Al fired the engine back up and hurriedly made a beeline for the pier!

Phil and I gripped the back rail of the boat with all the strength we could muster. Neither wearing protective gear, Mom and Shirley held on to theirs like it was the end of the world. Mom's cries to Al and Dad sitting up front were ignored. The four of us were hoarse when we arrived at the pier, sick to our stomachs and ready to run to the waiting cars.

The ride home was full of expletives and arguing. Mom never let anything rest.

"That Al, Lord Jesus, he tried killin' us all out there, Gus! The kids and I held on for dear life while you two ignored us! We could all have been killed out there, and you guys wouldn't even have missed us, I swear. Dumb, blockhead men!"

The short drive was to Dad's advantage, but he could not let the male species insults fly overhead unmolested.

"Jesus Christopher, Emily, you go in a boat on Lake Erie that is raising Cain, and you expect us to hear your mouth? You’re talking crazy talk! Don't forget that I was hanging out up front, too! Next time, you can stay home, alright? Even the lake would get peace that way! Miserable...woman!" Dad retorted.

Mom had no intention of ending the argument when we got home. She got Phil and me out of the car as Dad unpacked. The family was coming for a barbecue dinner, and there was much to do.

Hours later, Shirley and Al joined us, and Linda with her husband, Paul. The gang was back together, itching for scorched burgers and hot dogs. "Burnt offerings" were what Dad called them behind Mom's back.

Dad prepped his meal while Phil and I played in the backyard. I went inside briefly but heard a scuffle out back. Something big had happened, and I missed it!

Prominent people were running around, all amazed at Phil's feat, which he pulled off with decent supervision. From my vantage point, I mostly saw kneecaps scurrying as the language faded.

"How did Phillip get his hands on lighter fluid, Gus?" Mom screamed.

Dad shrugged and had no answer. Regardless, my kid brother turned up a quart of the liquid ignitor and drank enough to satisfy himself, to a point. Another trip to the emergency room awaited the Stefanow clan. Mom, Dad, and my sisters left while I stayed on the homestead with my brothers-in-law.

Paul and Al were jokers, but each specialized in their style to fit in with our insane asylum. Al was less talkative (by design) and carried himself like a Cleveland hipster in his dress style. Paul, a total extrovert, was working-class, blue-collar, and intentionally set to piss someone off each day. Paul's sincere gift was shared with the masses with no abandon.

I spent time selfishly at home, not totally understanding what Phil did to his stomach. He was just three years old and hadn't even reached the bizarre behavior we'd all see as he grew. I wondered what was keeping everyone. Indeed, my kid brother had not done anything that would permanently damage his innards. Even though I was older, I didn't understand the moment's gravity.

Mom stormed in as Al and Paul finished grilling the meal. We lost a couple of hours of family time with part of the crew at the local emergency room, but we got together in time to finish a busy day.

"We, young'uns, we almost lost Phillip today! My Lord, how could a child drink lighter fluid?" Mom said to the group.

I did not know how Phil could be lost if he went to the hospital with my folks and made the return trip. Something didn't make a bit of sense to my little mind.

"Mommy, Phillip can't be lost! You took him away and brought him back, too! Am I right or not? And what is a stomach pump? Can I have one?" I asked confidently.

All the adults nodded in unison, but I didn't get much of a response to my comment. Dad went to work in the silence of the room.

"Well, you see, uh, we did not mean he was lost like getting lost on the street or in a crowd. We meant, uh, well," Dad stuttered before the interruption.

"Gus! Hush! Junior, you ask too many silly questions! Yes, your little brother isn't lost, so it's all you need to know. And don't let anybody else try to answer him, OK? No, you do not want a stomach pump, either! Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!" Mom said with a sneer.

I paid attention, bewildered, but our family did things this way. As time marched on, we got used to half-truths and outright lies. The silence was never golden, but accepted.

Months passed as we readied our move into a home in Eastlake, Ohio. The place needed an overhaul, so my father and my mom's cousin, Jim Crazie, worked daily to make it presentable. They busted their butts to give us an acceptable home.

The final piece of the rebuild was the carpet in the bedrooms, hallways, and stairs. Fresh paint and new carpet made the six-year-old colonial home feel like a palace. It only took one instance to get the "Stefanow" feel, which meant our customary trips to local emergency rooms.

Phil and I played in Shirley's room at the top of the stairs. We weren't interested in the girly things placed around, but her bed was always made. I found a wooden support board underneath, just loose enough for my grip. I removed it, and it made a near-perfect impromptu highway for Matchbox and Hot Wheels cars. Even the stiff-wheeled Matchbox models zipped off at a record speed.

Phil's attention span was shorter than anyone's known to mankind. He quickly got bored with the little vehicles but found a nice pair of scissors on Shirley's dresser. I put them higher and higher to keep them out of his grubby fingers.

The vehicles were my main attraction either way. I went back to directing my highway and got taken in the moment. Phil was quiet, and that always meant danger.

Phil retrieved the scissors again and moved away from my side of the bed to conceal his intentions. I dropped my car and leaned over to see him holding the adult-sized shears to an electrical outlet. He was about to give us all a science lesson.

With a halfhearted "No, don't do that," very Willy-Wonka-like protest, my kid brother went all in with the scissors as I stood by.

In a flash, our entire household electrical system dimmed! With scant light in front of us, I saw Phil get tossed across the floor and into the bed's footboard. He let out a severe yelp while the scissors turned black when he let go of them. The entire family barreled up the stairs in shock.

"Jesus, Christopher, these boys are at it again, Emily! They destroy something if you don't watch them for a minute! Holy Toledo! Aye, aye, aye!" Dad screamed.

"Lord have mercy, Gus, Phillip has a knot on his head, and his fingers are burned! These two heathens are dangerous! They'll be the death of us all someday, you watch and see! I reckon I should have prayed for more girls!" Mom shouted.

I was again in the firing line for questioning. Mom held onto Phil as she took him downstairs to prepare for the ER visit. The living room was my trial location.

"Alright, Junior, just what happened, huh?" Mom asked.

I explained in detail how many times I took the scissors away, but even at five years old, I had to withhold evidence to live. Phil was on his own.

"I...I played with my cars, and he took the scissors down! Before I could stop him, uh, he stuck them in that thing!" I boasted.

Luckily, my folks were more interested in getting Phil to the doctor than wasting precious time on my shaky tales. Had I just told my first half-truth? It was pure Stefanow magic, maybe. Phil was fine later, but the adults agreed to keep up more diligent patrols of our whereabouts. Bullet-dodging was in our genetics.
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Phil's preschool times

Chapter 2
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As Phil grew, offenses against me, my folks, and humanity increased. Alva Drive had no shortage of chaos, confusion, and crisis. At times, it was even encouraged.

Our neighbor Penny Slopstick hated all children. She loved her little dog and took him for rides in the basket, just like the witch in The Wizard of Oz. Every neighborhood kid hated her in return for an extensive list of offenses against the youth of Eastlake.

She and her husband routinely came outside to swear at us whenever a ball hit her power lines. While everyone learned to ignore them, some kids wanted a way to fight back. Count Phil and me in that prestigious crowd.

Penny also hated our dog, Tornado, for his property defense and the prodigious piles of manure he happily left between the fenced yards. Dad, never much of a grass farmer or lawn Nazi, cleaned up after the dog when he got the chance. One day, Penny could take the situation no longer and regretted it.

Dad vacuumed the family room in our basement while the rest of us stayed out of the way. He liked indoor chores far better than outdoor chores. As he cleaned a windowsill facing Penny's perfect home and lawn, he saw a sight that made his blood boil. Penny stood, garden hose in hand, soaking our dog like a three-alarm fire. Dad cranked the window open and let the expletives fly!

"Hey, you, stupid, what are you doing to my dog? Yes, you with the hose. Doggone! If I come out of here, you'll be sorry, lady!" Dad screamed.

The rest of our family heard Dad's cries from the floor above. Penny kept the hose going while she spoke.

"Jesus, Gusty, why does your animal crap between the houses when he has a large yard to go in? He does it on purpose! He does!" Penny said with a smirk.

"I said to shut that water off, or you'll be the sorriest woman on Alva Drive! Shut it off now!" Dad answered.

By this time, Mom could not resist getting involved by running into the backyard. Dad had heard enough, too, so he bounded upstairs with an unusual spring in his step. This would be good!

"Penny, drop that hose, or I am comin' over the fence, and I'll ram that someplace you won't care for!" Mom screeched.

Dad was out of breath when he caught up to the perpetrator. His language, mired in words best used at work, rolled out of him as Penny wisely dropped the garden hose.

"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, how can you be so cruel? And you wonder why the dog hates your guts? What is wrong with you?" Dad asked.

"Gus, my dog, does his business on newspaper in my basement, then I wipe his bottom and throw everything out. Why can't you do the same?" Penny inquired.

Both of my folks looked disgusted and did not know how to reply. Mom assembled her response faster.

"Penny, Good Lord, why I don't care if this dog was a circus performer or could write his own name, ain't no way I ever wipe a dog's behind!" Mom insisted.

The commotion broke on that note as my folks mused about it all night. They could not wait to tell the other neighbors and see their reactions.

So, it would be a war with the Slopstick family between two active boys like Phil and me. Not only did she hate kids, but she hated our dog, too. Although we were noticeably young, the family business made us incredibly good at plotting aggravation. We witnessed the masters at home daily.

Being on a dead-end street had advantages. There were no vehicles to worry about zipping past our place. A convenient streetlight kicked on at night, reminding us to be inside or face elimination. As lovely as this was, it did not compare to the fully fenced rear yard.

A large Shepherd-Collie mix weighing 100 pounds was enough to dissuade animals from setting their wings or paws into our sanctuary. Dumb skunks, squirrels, possums, and birds touched down and met a terrible fate.

We'd let Dad know to collect the carnage before we played out back. It was unpleasant, but it was him or Mom since Phil and I were too young. Mom's "eck, eck" reflex wasn't worth the drama for her to do it. This was an average family.

On a summer day, shaded by our grand Oak tree, Phil and I took turns tossing a baseball to and fro. The handy fence kept our developing arm skills in check. Regardless, Phil managed to throw one over my head. I searched for the enemies next door, hopped the fence to retrieve the ball, and dashed back. I made it...once.

More minutes of the ballgame passed before another errant throw passed over my head. Penny ran from her house to grab the ball as I lined my feet up to climb.

"I told you brats that I tolerate no toys, balls, or anything of yours on my property! It will all go in the trash; you can be sure!"

Phil and I could not believe our eyes. How cruel could someone be over a rubber baseball? Phil and I plotted our options.

"Gus, that old miser put our ball in that nasty trash can! Should we tell Mom?" Phil asked as I examined things.

Mom was in the throes of nervous breakdown 1.0, and I feared how she'd react. Before acting, Phil made a snap decision.

"I'll get that ball, old witch or not! If she keeps it up, she must pay us seventy-nine cents each time! You keep an eye out as I climb over!" Phil ordered.

I was not used to taking direction from him, but I let this one slide. I moved further down the fence to camouflage Phil's actions. The chain-link fence provided zero cover. Phil, undeterred, climbed over, ransacked the trash, and got our ball back.

Our
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