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To my girls, Lila and Edie.

May you always have the courage to make art of your own.

And, of course, this is for Daddy Joe.




The stories in this book were unearthed from my own memories, home videos, as well as from my grandfather’s books, My Life in Comics and The Comic Book Makers. Fragments of this story were featured in essays in the Washington Post and Woman’s Day. There are a few names that have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.




Prologue
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He lived in midtown Manhattan, forty blocks south of my family’s apartment. A smile and nod to the doorman, up the elevator, and down to the end of the popcorn-walled hallway brought you to apartment 6M. “M for ‘moron,’ ” he used to say.

As a child, I loved without questioning. I probably loved without knowing it. Since I was very young, my love blazed a bright path to-ward my grandfather—or, as I called him once I could talk, Daddy Joe. He created Captain America, the Fly, Fighting American, Sick magazine, and romance comics, among others. Most people remember him as a true comics legend. To me, Joe Simon was the man who loved to have a cigar every night, a fan blowing the smoke over a drawing table spattered with ink and paint and out his studio apartment window.

Even before my family’s apartment became too much to bear, he was a calming force amid a city of millions. Out on the streets there were constant obstacles to maneuver around—people, construction, cars, wailing sirens—and places that were off-limits. Don’t go too far, don’t run down the subway steps without me, don’t touch those crack vials, watch out for that man, don’t step on that lady. And even inside the apartment I had parents to contend with—don’t eat that, don’t leave your toys there, don’t talk to the kids outside your window, don’t forget to lock the door, stay out of my way.

In Daddy Joe’s apartment, I was on vacation from it all. His linen closet was stocked with the root beer I was forbidden from having at home; microwavable dinners were stacked in his freezer; and takeout menus for dozens of restaurants were scattered on his kitchen table. The view from his studio apartment was a partial downtown view, lights and dark windows—the simple version of New York. When I was with him, I loved the city. I saw the magic of it.

For a better view, we went up to the roof of his building. “Let’s bring the camera,” he suggested more than once.

The elevator climbed, skipping over the thirteenth floor, shaking enough to make me tense and look to Daddy Joe for reassurance. Once we were on the twenty-third floor and out of the elevator, there was a steep climb in the stairwell, the gray concrete steps echoing our stomps against the walls. With a hard shove, sometimes with my hip, the roof door flung open, getting caught in the wind and slamming against the side of the building—daylight almost knocking us off our feet.

Sometimes we separated immediately, Daddy Joe snapping photos of the skyline with his old Nikon, the photos to be used as inspiration for superheroes leaping over city buildings. I tried to make out figures in the windows across the way. Taller buildings blocked all of Central Park and uptown, where my family’s apartment was.

“Careful!” he yelled in my direction as I gripped the metal railing and peered over the edge at the tiny cars and people below. He stood on the gravel, his eyes squinting behind his large-framed glasses, his long legs making him seem as tall as the surrounding buildings. “Come over here and let me take a photo of you.”

Other times we stood together, looking west toward the Hudson River, catching a glimpse of New Jersey. The city buzzing, honking below us—the wind whipping my hair and dancing around our two bodies. I like to think that in these moments we were both happy—pretending to fly over the city like a superhero and the girl he rescued.






ONE It All Began in New York 1913 and 1981
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Daddy Joe once told me that he came close to never being born.

“My mother tried to get rid of me,” he said with a laugh.

My great-grandmother Rose found out that she was pregnant only nine months after having my great-aunt Beatrice. Working as a button-maker, while my great-grandfather Harry worked as a tailor, Rose didn’t believe they could afford another child. She begged her cousin Izzy, a pharmacist, to help with her predicament. He placed a pill in her palm and sent her on her way. Rose swallowed the aspirin, relieved to have her problem solved.

Daddy Joe was born on October 11, 1913.

He grew up in Rochester, New York. His father, Harry, came from Leeds, England, on the other side of the Atlantic. He had a lot of family in Rochester, one of them a cousin named Hymie. Hymie was tall and handsome, a lady’s man. Harry wrote “Hymie Simon” on Daddy Joe’s birth certificate without Rose knowing—she couldn’t read English, only her native Russian and Yiddish. But when she found out, she was furious. She wanted Daddy Joe to be named Joseph, after her brother. Even though she got her way, his birth certificate was never changed. He was always legally—secretly—Hymie.

They called their apartment a “flat.” It was railroad style, moving from front to back. The front of the apartment served as Harry’s tailor shop, with windows only in a few rooms. On Sundays, after Rose and Harry were done with the newspaper, they handed over the comic strips to Daddy Joe and his sister, Beatrice. The two of them laid out the pages on the floor of the apartment’s front room where, because it was used as Harry’s shop, they enjoyed the modern luxury of electric lights.

Rochester was a city of manufacturers, including Eastman Kodak, the photography company, and Bausch + Lomb, the optical conglomerate. In an effort to contribute income to the family, a fourteen-year-old Daddy Joe sold newspapers on street corners, in front of the Kodak building, and in the Bausch + Lomb lobby for two cents each. Years later, he used his experience as a paperboy to create the Newsboy Legion for DC Comics, about a group of orphans living on the streets of Suicide Slum in New York City.

As a child, Daddy Joe knew only Rochester but saw many other places in the movies, including Broadway and the Big Apple. He dreamed of moving to New York City from a young age, but after high school, he stayed in Rochester, illustrating for the local newspaper and saving his money.

In 1937, at twenty-three years old and with a fine suit (thanks to his father), he set out toward his future in the big city. I like to imagine Daddy Joe walking the city streets, all legs and ambition, excited for what lay ahead. He later moved to Long Island to raise a family, but after my grandmother died at the age of forty-eight, he returned to the city, finding comfort in its energy. He had hated to leave it.

While Daddy Joe thought the aspirin story was funny, I was uncomfortable with the idea of a world without him. It wasn’t only the possibility of my mom never being born, or even myself, but also Captain America—my family’s coat of arms. I imagined a giant eraser wiping Captain America from existence, starting with his head, down to his shield, to the toe of his red boot. And then nothing.



Unlike Daddy Joe, I wasn’t drawn to the city by ambition or dreams of an exciting future—apartment 1K on West Ninety-Sixth Street, the Upper West Side of Manhattan, was my given home.

First occupied by my paternal great-grandmother Sallie in the 1950s, my dad took over our 550-square-foot apartment in the early seventies. Built in 1937, the building had a pale wood front door that was topped with three art deco arches and three decorative windows. My dad was twentysomething at the time and had secured a job at an eyeglass store, and he was ready to put down some roots with the low rent of $110 a month.

Before Sallie moved into 1K, she was in a studio at the front of the same building. My dad visited her there from the early age of eight and remembers his uneasiness, trying to sleep with the sounds of sirens flying by the window in 1960s New York. He remembers the other buildings now on our block had not yet been built—instead, there were brownstones with crumbling lions on the front banisters. Together, Sallie and my dad took the bus all the way from West Ninety-Sixth Street to Bobo’s in Chinatown to enjoy sweet and sour shrimp piled high into a pyramid.

My parents’ lives began to intertwine by the time my mom was attending her Long Island high school (my dad ten years older than her). After my dad’s family moved to Long Island from Cabrini Boulevard in Washington Heights, his sister entered a Ward Melville High School classroom alongside another new student—my mom’s older sister. As the two new kids, they became friendly.

After my grandmother died and my mom and her siblings left for college, their Long Island house became what the local kids called “Hotel California.” The house became simply a meeting point for my mom and her orbiting siblings. Daddy Joe moved to his New York City studio apartment in 1975 and rented out rooms to art students from SUNY Stony Brook. My paternal grandfather was an art teacher there, so his kids, my dad included, liked to party with the art students as well. The parties were epic—so epic that my thirty-two-year-old dad made a trip out to attend one with his sister, who had been invited by my mom’s older sister.

“He was so drunk,” my mom said of my dad. “He was jumping over the couches over and over again. Out of control.”

My parents fell in love quickly. My mom moved into apartment 1K only a few months after my parents first met and threw out most of my dad’s things—including ex-girlfriends’ birth control. Although she was nesting, her intention wasn’t to stay in the apartment forever. The day before their City Hall wedding, they fought on a street corner in the West Village about where they would raise a family. My mom wanted a house with a vegetable garden and a few dogs. My dad wanted a rent-controlled apartment in the dense and cultured city. My mom reasoned that she wasn’t calling off a wedding the day before on account of this argument, and comforted by Daddy Joe’s proximity, she went on with the wedding.

It was in apartment 1K, against the hum of crosstown traffic, that I was raised. Maybe I would have preferred the city as it was when Daddy Joe was a small boy—just beginning to grow, streetcars gliding down Broadway, the islands between the east and west sides of the avenue still clean and barely shaded by young trees, the streetlamps delicate and curved to gently cast light onto the new concrete.

New York in the 1980s was far different from what Daddy Joe had dreamed about as a child. I learned early on that you had to keep an eye on the city.

One afternoon, when I was just six years old, I stood on the corner of Ninety-Sixth and Central Park West, refusing to follow my mom. I wanted to buy a roll of Bonkers candy. She refused. I held my ground, my feet planted underneath me, my hands clutching the hem of my dress. She continued to walk down the sidewalk, threatening to leave me behind if I didn’t follow her.

“I’m leaving!” she hollered over her shoulder.

An idea hit—I would leave her instead. I spun around and bolted toward the dark staircase of the subway station, my small feet taking me down the first flight of dirty stairs, my curls bouncing with each step. But before the darkness ahead could frighten me, I heard laughter ascending from around the shadowed corner. The faces that appeared were almost as yellow and dusty as the subway tile, and they tilted down toward their hands, focused on the needles they carried. I spun again, this time back up the stairs to my frantic mom.

From that moment on I learned to read the energy of the city and the people around me. It shifted from each block, moving in waves of tension that seemed to hitch a ride on the wind. It’s a skill that native New Yorkers develop from an early age—reading strangers’ motives in things as small as body language or even the air around them. By the time I was seven, I was able to pick up on the slightest threat.

On another day, while walking west toward Amsterdam Avenue with my dad, the sun orange and fall-like, we passed two men dressed in black sweatpants and black sweatshirts with the hoods pulled over their heads. I locked eyes with one of them. I knew that something was about to happen—that something was brewing inside him, ready to leap out. I could feel his energy, angry and erratic. Years later, I would wonder if our eye contact made them decide to leave us alone and go for the couple behind us. Perhaps that reasoning was another attempt to claim some control over a city that flung itself at me without abandon.

A shriek came from behind us.

“Stop! Get off of him!” a woman screamed.

We turned, and I instinctively clutched my dad’s brown leather jacket, my fingers hiding in the warmth of his pocket. He was a sturdy anchor, just as the city began to swell.

One of the men pulled at the woman’s purse while the other kicked her husband, who was curled in a ball on the ground, his hands covering his head. People watched; no one moved. The city froze, leaving the four of them to act out this scene for us, their audience.

My dad broke the stillness. “Run back to the apartment and call the police,” he ordered.

“What? Why me?”

Before I could protest more, my hand was released from his jacket, and he ran toward them. The two men fled east toward Columbus Avenue, a wallet secured in one of their hands. I ran back to the apartment alone, my heart pounding out of my ears, my stomach sour, my dad already out of view.






TWO Uptown 1987
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New York in the 1980s was unpredictable and angry—a bomb ready to explode at any moment. But sometimes, amid the terrors out on the streets, magic appeared. In through our creaky door came Daddy Joe, his trousers pulled up high and belted near his belly button, his eyes gleaming behind his glasses, and his video camera tucked safely in its black leather carrying case.

The first order of business was to feed him. He was six-three, and although he was as skinny as a beanpole, his love of food was ferocious.

“I got you cold cuts from Zabar’s.” My mom presented him with a pile of meat and cheese, a fresh baguette, and a container of chopped liver. We watched him eat, as he almost chewed his long fingers with each intense, delighted bite. A muffled moan of approval sent my mom and me into hysterics.

“This is getting pornographic,” she said with a laugh, making her way to our narrow, shallow kitchen. The familiar sounds of her dishwashing, the clinks and clanks of silverware against dishes, the soft clunk of them being placed in the drying rack, carried throughout the small apartment. I picked at my own sandwich, waiting for Daddy Joe to finish feasting.

Once fed and his fingers wiped clean, Daddy Joe pulled his camera out of its case. “Let’s do a tour of the apartment for your sisters,” he suggested to my mom.

She agreed, scurrying from wall to wall, putting the final touches on the morning’s cleanup. “Let’s start in the bedroom.”

Before the arrival of my siblings, I had the apartment’s only bedroom to myself. Its two windows faced a courtyard in the back of a neighboring building with a concrete wall that kids poked their small heads over to peer in my bedroom window. There was a constant sense of being watched. Throughout the day, you could hear rubber balls bouncing off concrete and children shouting to mothers who hung their heads out of windows. At sunset, a security guard propped open the building’s back door and waved everyone in for the night.

“Let’s go!” he’d yell. And then silence, except for the wail of sirens and the scritch-scratch of pigeons walking across the fire escape landing.

Daddy Joe pulled out a square of black cloth from his bag and wiped the lens of his camera. “Okay, ready?” he asked me. “You’re the director.”

The video begins with a view of my back. I’m rearranging my Rainbow Brite pony and a Native American doll gifted to me by my mom. She believed that in a past life she had been Native American.

“I got shot in the ass by an arrow,” she told me once. “That’s how I died.”

Fables of death seemed to run in the family. My great-grandmother Rose claimed that her brother Joseph, whom she wanted Daddy Joe named after, had been killed by a horse kicking him in the head while he served as a Cossack in Russia.

“How many Jewish Cossacks were there?!” Daddy Joe laughed in disbelief when retelling the tale.

“Uh, Megan? Can you turn to the camera, please? Want to say anything about those tchotchkes?” Daddy Joe asks.

I continue to touch each toy on my toy chest, making sure they face outward. My cat, Jenny, slithers around my leg.

“Megan, the audience needs to see you,” Daddy Joe prods. “Tell us what you’re proud of.”

I pick up Jenny and turn to face him. Hearing my mom cleaning something behind him, Daddy Joe swings the camera around, but before he can get the lens on her, she is facing the wall like an escaped convict. She hated having her photo taken and learned to move fast when it came to Daddy Joe and the camera that seemed to be surgically attached to his face.

Because of my mom’s camera shyness, I take over the tour, albeit silently. Daddy Joe follows me to the dining room, where I have a small desk set up for my artwork. I show him my drawings, wondering if he will see something special in my work—maybe his talent has passed down to me?

On top of the dining room table, tucked between the wall and the napkin holder, sit piles of rolled-up blueprints. My dad, an estimator for construction, liked to work there in the early morning before we woke up. He estimated the cost of renovations for expensive apartments in New York City and rose around 5:30 AM to get work done. Emerging from my bedroom, I’d find him hunched over a spreadsheet and a large blueprint, his thick head of hair not yet graying. When he got up to refill his coffee, I’d study the outlines of the rooms, wishing that the apartment, with all its bedrooms and bathrooms, was being built for us.

Back in the video, Daddy Joe pans to my mom’s blue sundress drying on a wire hanger on the kitchen’s doorjamb.

“Oh, shit, my dress,” she says, taking it down.

He aims the camera at her again, and she scurries out of frame. “That’s Jennifer Grey, you know,” he tells the video’s future audience. In those years, my mom was a dead ringer for her, before Jennifer got her nose job.

Daddy Joe pans back around to the metal railing that separates the dining area from the living room. “Okay, and finally, here is the living room.” The camera moves from one wall holding bicycles to the other, where my parents’ bed lies. “If you can call it that,” he finishes in a mumble.

“I think that’s uncalled for!” my mom proclaims from behind him, a hint of laughter with her offense. You can see her leaving the frame as she heads down to the basement with her cart of laundry and bag of quarters.

Then it was just the two of us.

“Now introducing… Megan, gymnast! Who is going to perform some gymnasium feats for you,” Daddy Joe says.

The video camera is on me, standing in our living room with my hands by my sides, like an Olympian ready to take my turn at the gold.

“Uh, Megan? Do you know what your first feat will be?”

“I’m going to do a flip,” I say proudly. I’m beginning to get more comfortable with the camera.

“That sounds really good. I’m going to pan to the mat, and we’ll catch you in some action scenes. Okay?”

I nod and walk to the far end of the living room. There’s a small couch sitting against the two windows, some artwork, and what looks like a record player sitting on a sheet-covered air conditioner. I take my prep and run the few feet to my parents’ bed, a mattress on the floor covered in one of my mom’s favorite quilts. I flip quickly, land on my back, and finish with a smile up to the camera and Daddy Joe.



Later that afternoon, as my mom walked him out to catch a cab, their shoes slapping against the old marble floors, I watched from the doorway. Without a doorman, carpets, or furniture like the other swank buildings in the neighborhood, our lobby echoed with even the smallest sounds. In the winter, the radiators’ loud clanks bounced from wall to ceiling. There was something about the radiators in that building that I loved—their hard work producing that heat was comforting.

My mom and Daddy Joe walked past the silver row of mailboxes, past the creaky elevator with its silver knobs that had to be pressed at least three times to work. The wooden walls of the elevator were scratched by keys, and on the right side of the boxy space, the word “gays” was carved in a slanted angry hand.

“Bye!” I called, my small voice hitting the pale-yellow walls.

I listened to Daddy Joe’s booming Kermit the Frog voice recede behind the two heavy front doors of the building. The silence hit hard, the apartment small and dark again.






THREE Midtown 1989
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The M11 bus wobbled down Columbus Avenue, taking my mom and me on our journey downtown to Daddy Joe’s apartment. It was crowded and hot. I preferred the train for its speediness, but my mom got anxious going underground and through the tunnels. Lucky enough to find two seats together, and already ten minutes into our thirty-minute journey, we settled into vacant stares toward the midsections of the standing passengers. Behind the buttons of pants, belt buckles, wrinkled skirts, and bus windows, the city moved slowly—a repetition of street signs and lampposts. My legs weren’t quite long enough to touch the ground, leaving my heels to knock against the blue plastic seat.

“Want a piece of gum?” my mom asked, breaking our trance. She was already vigorously chewing some.

“Yeah.”

As I turned my head to grab the gum, my eyes caught on a strange sight: tan pants, tan shirt, and, in between, a tan penis. I turned away quickly. Was that a penis? It had to be. My face was red, my heart pulsing all the way down my arms. The man stood nonchalantly, holding the metal railing with one hand, while his other hand hung lifeless, like his exposed penis. It was just another day for him. Just him and his penis out for a bus ride.

Only eight years old and embarrassed by the presence of a penis, I didn’t say a word. I spent the remainder of the ride with my eyes fixed on my lap, praying that my mom wouldn’t notice.

At Fifty-Seventh Street and Ninth Avenue, we got off the bus and walked the one block to Daddy Joe’s building. It was a face of windows, with thin lines of brick between each floor—like the cross-hatching from his comic book art.

With the never-ending energy of a child, and in an attempt to shake off the penis sighting, I ran up the brick steps at full speed, climbing over the circular concrete benches that dotted the front courtyard of his building. Hooking my hand around the lamppost with its four large round bulbs, I spun my body and then ran back to the bench to begin my obstacle course again.

“Let’s go,” my mom called impatiently from the door.

The doorman, Ralph, was holding it open with his back, smiling beneath a black cap. I did one last swing, enjoying the effort of fighting gravity.

“Hello, Ms. Megan!” Ralph patted the top of my head. “Can you give some mail to your grandpa?”

It was just past 11:00 AM when my mom let us into Daddy Joe’s apartment with her key. He was still asleep. Aside from the faint snores from his bedroom, the apartment was quiet. The almost-noon light illuminated dust motes swirling above canisters of paintbrushes, pens, and scraps of paper on the drawing table.

“Wake him up,” she said. “It’s late.”

I pushed open the bedroom door just enough to catch a glimpse of him sleeping. He was tangled in a worn blanket filled with down, his feet sticking out the bottom, cradling each other as if to keep from falling off the edge of the bed. Years later, as an adult waking in my Boston bed, I noticed how my feet spooned each other in the same way, my pale calves almost identical to Daddy Joe’s.

“Daddy Joe, we’re here,” I whispered from the doorway.

After a few sharp, quick snores, he slowly climbed out of his dream. “Hi, baby. What time is it? I need coffee.”

He pulled himself out of bed with a few faux screams of effort and headed to the bathroom for a loud morning pee accented by a fart. I heard the sink turn on as he splashed some water on his face, looked in the mirror, and screamed like a woman: “I’m so ugly!” A dramatic stumble to the kitchen, and he was up. The sound of his ancient coffeemaker gurgling to life signaled the official start of his day.

I was only three days old when I first visited Daddy Joe’s apartment. Roosevelt Hospital, where I was born, was a few blocks away. One of the first photographs of me was taken in his kitchen, my dad holding my small body in his palms like a loaf of bread. I was the first grandchild in the family, and so my nickname for Daddy Joe, coined when I was about five years old, stuck.

His kitchen table—really a small desk against the wall—was covered in containers of almonds, sugar-free candy, and old copies of the New York Post. Taking up most of his living room was the drawing table—covered with notes, doodles, old pens and pencils—that solidified how special he was to the rest of the world. That was where he became Joe Simon, the comic book legend.

On his wall, above his electric typewriter, there were a number of pieces of art, one of them a portrait of him done by Stan Kaye, a comic book artist most known for his work on the Superman comics beginning in 1945.

“This was when I was young and handsome,” Daddy Joe said. “Stan has since deceased—probably while drawing this ugly face.” He laughed and then stopped abruptly. “That’s not funny. Rest in peace, Stan.”

While my mom did the pile of dishes in the sink, I stood beside him at his drawing table. His morning breath, mixed with coffee, seemed to form a cloud above us as he unearthed a sheet of paper from the night before. It was the start of a Captain America sketch that showed the hero leaping across the page. I could watch Daddy Joe move over the paper forever, shifting my weight from one leg to the other, listening to my mom trying to make sense of his kitchen and the mess of his late-night cooking escapades.

Daddy Joe was especially proud of his use of perspective. “You see how this leg looks shorter?” His pen rested between his index and third fingers, his elbow on the table.

I nodded. I had surely been given this lesson many times before. But I didn’t say that. I let him be the teacher and kept my eyes on his movements over the page.

“It’s so that it looks farther away.” His long fingers held the pencil over the sketch so naturally that it seemed the pencil and his hand were simply an extension of each other. “Now we have to add color.”

“Father, this apartment is filthy,” my mom whined from the kitchen.

Daddy Joe looked at me, a glint in his eyes. Swiveling around in his chair, he reached behind a pile of paper and pulled out two large porcini mushrooms.

“Lori!” he yelled. “Lori, what’s growing in here?”

“What the fuck is this?” she called from the stove, peering into his beloved pressure cooker, ignoring the one-man act.

“Lori? Just leave it,” he pleaded, putting down the mushrooms.

“What is it?”

“Cow tongue.”

My mom looked at me, Daddy Joe now focused on his sketch again, and mimed a gag. “I’m throwing it out,” she declared.

“Lori? If you touch it, I’ll put you in the pot.”

He got up from the table to save his cow tongue, taking the two mushrooms with him. I took his seat, pulling out a fresh piece of paper to practice his autograph—the oblong “o” and the sharp three lines for the “e” in Joe.



When Daddy Joe first arrived in New York City, he worked freelance assignments retouching publicity photos for Paramount Pictures in Times Square. But he was soon tired of the tedious work and continued his search for a more creative position. He found something better with Macfadden Publications, one of the largest magazine publishers in the country.

Daddy Joe quickly proved his talent to his boss, Harlan Crandall, by doing spot illustrations—drawings of small items like household objects and guns to decorate the pages. These were easy enough to do, and he was quickly promoted to crime illustrations for magazines like True Detective. After Daddy Joe worked for Macfadden for only a year, Crandall suggested that he speak to his friend Lloyd Jacquet, the head of Funnies, Inc. A comic book packager of the 1930s and ’40s, Funnies, Inc. created the characters, script, art, and lettering for comic books, and then sold them to publishers.

Jacquet gave Daddy Joe his very first comic book assignment—a seven-page Western—and soon after, Daddy Joe created his first comic book, The Fiery Mask, about a man named Jack Castle, who gains superhuman strength and whose eyes are transformed into twin flamethrowers via a mysterious green light. Daddy Joe loved the world of fantasy, realizing each day that this was the perfect profession for him. He had found his calling.

In 1939, after Daddy Joe moved from Funnies to Fox Publications, his good friend Alfred Harvey (who would one day start Harvey Comics) introduced him to Jacob Kurtzberg—later known as Jack Kirby. At the time, the three of them were working in the bullpen at Fox Publications, but Daddy Joe hadn’t yet spoken to Jack—he had only admired from afar Jack’s work on Blue Beetle. Because it was the Depression, Daddy Joe took on freelance gigs outside of his day job. One day, Al told Daddy Joe that Jack wanted to get in on these gigs.

“Send him over,” Daddy Joe told Al, a cigar between his teeth.

When Jack approached Daddy Joe’s drawing table, he apologized for being pudgy, saying he was a victim of the Danish—Danish pastries. Daddy Joe knew immediately that they would become great friends.

Daddy Joe and Jack began working late nights together on freelance assignments. If they didn’t have an assignment, they built up their inventory with new material—new characters or storylines—and shelved it to be sold at a later date. They sometimes worked all night, doing everything themselves: inking, erasing, even lettering. They loved the comic book business, their passion powering them from one project to the next.

Daddy Joe was twenty-four, and Jack was twenty-two. During that time, Batman was a huge success, mostly due to the villains in the storyline. They began to think that maybe this was the way to create the next big hit—rather than brainstorming about who the hero should be, Daddy Joe began with the villain. Newspapers were filled with stories from Europe, and so Daddy Joe thought to himself, Why not use a real-life villain?

“Adolf Hitler would be the perfect foil for our next new character, what with his hair and that stupid-looking moustache and his goose-stepping,” he wrote in his memoir.

Who would be Hitler’s foil? It would have to be someone patriotic, an all-American hero decked out in red, white, and blue gear. The character they created, one of those unused characters sitting on the shelf, waiting to be sold, was Steve Rogers, Captain America, a courageous young man whose powers came from a shot. Rogers was likely inspired by Daddy Joe’s character Blue Bolt, who is healed by a radium treatment after being struck by lightning, attaining the ability to project lightning bolts.

Daddy Joe’s imagination was always on. He thought up the villainous Red Skull while sitting in New York’s Childs Restaurant, eating a hot-fudge sundae. As he watched the fudge melt, he became intrigued and started some sketches on the place mat, transforming the drips into arms and legs. I’ll call him Hot Fudge, he thought.

“You have to be stupid to be in this business,” he later joked.

He gave up on the fudge but moved on to the cherry on top, and the shape and bright color sparked the idea for the Red Skull. He didn’t think this villain would last more than one issue, but, he said, “You never know what people are going to be attracted to!”

After Daddy Joe got a call from Martin Goodman of Timely Comics with a job offer in late 1939, he left Fox Publications and made sure to get Jack Kirby a job at Timely as well. One of the first things Daddy Joe did was show Goodman the sketch of Captain America. With the character’s patriotic garb and mission to defeat the Nazis, Goodman knew it was a sure thing. But he also knew that the first issue needed to be printed and distributed quickly. God forbid they release it too late—after their villain, Hitler, was already dead. The production of the first issue was put on the fast track, Daddy Joe the ringleader, finding the help that he and Jack needed to make it happen.

The first issue of Captain America Comics, with the hero punching Hitler in the jaw, was created almost one year before the United States entered World War II. Because Hitler was alive, putting him on the cover of a comic book (and being punched, to boot) was a daring move. Hitler’s supporters weren’t only in Europe; there were many Nazi sympathizers in America. After getting threatening phone calls to their Timely office, and strange men lurking out in front of their office building, everyone at Timely started to get nervous.

In his book The Comic Book Makers, Daddy Joe tells the story about getting a phone call from the then mayor of New York, Fiorello La Guardia. La Guardia promised to protect them and sent police officers to stand guard at their office building.

“You can’t take shit from anyone,” Daddy Joe used to say.

I usually laughed when he said this, his lanky frame making him anything but threatening. But I came to realize just how daring the comic book cover was, and the bravery it took Daddy Joe and Jack to put their opinions front and center.



Done with the dishes, the mess of his kitchen desk quickly organized, my mom took a scrap of paper from Daddy Joe’s drawing table. “What do you want from the store?” she asked him, pen in hand.

“Just get me the usual,” he said, now in his leather chair, coffee still in hand.

“Megan, do you want to come with me or stay here?”

“Stay here,” I said. I was done practicing his autograph and was now working on a picture of a red barn. Of course I wanted to stay.

“Megan and I will talk business,” Daddy Joe said.

After the door of his apartment closed behind my mom, we let the silence sit between us for a moment.

“Is that a barn?” Daddy Joe asked.

“Yeah.”

“Uh-huh, very nice.”

The morning sun rested on his coffee-less hand, the side of it smudged with ink. The clock clicked above his TV. He reached for the remote to turn on the TV.

I got up and wandered to his bedroom, where he kept a drawer of VHS tapes labeled with yellowed masking tape. I touched each one with my finger—A Chorus Line, The Wizard of Oz—before finally deciding on Bye Bye Birdie. After inserting the tape and bringing his bedroom TV to life, I lay in the middle of his bed, the pillow still warm from his head. I stayed on his bed, and he stayed in his chair for an hour—the edges of our bubbles touching, a gentle reminder that we were still there with each other.

When my mom returned from the grocery store, I begged her to let me stay longer. She agreed, saying she would pick me up in a few hours.

Daddy Joe and I headed over to a food festival a few blocks away, the smell of sausage and onions as thick as the crowd. He bought me fried dough, the powdered sugar clinging to my fingertips, my tongue warm and slick from the grease. We climbed up on a comically large armchair for a photo, holding oversize props, me with a tennis racket and him with a can of beer. He later taped it to the door of his freezer, where I often went looking for ice-cream bars and where he kept a wad of cash wrapped in tinfoil shoved in the back corner.

“Do you have any quarters?” my mom asked Daddy Joe when she returned to pick me up.

“Just got some new rolls,” he said. “In my underwear drawer.”

She stuffed two rolls in the front of her backpack, enough for a few weeks of laundry. “Let’s go, Megan. I have to get back to make dinner.”

“Daddy Joe got me fried dough,” I said proudly.

My mom scrunched her face. “So greasy.”

“Bye, baby,” Daddy Joe said, and settled back at his drawing table, searching under the scraps of paper for something.

“Bye, Father,” my mom called as the two of us walked out his door and back down the popcorn-walled hallway, leaving him to his work.
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