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			“There are so many fantastic, unbelievable things that happened that I think, if it is ever published, it will be an extremely unusual book.”

			—Jerry Siegel, unpublished autobiographical manuscript, circa 1979

			 

			“If there is one superhero who will remain immortal, passed down from generation to generation, it will be Superman.”

			—Marjorie Liu, Eisner Award–winning writer, 2025

		

	
		
			Foreword

			This is a work of narrative nonfiction. I chose this form because, instead of simply cataloging the events, I wanted readers to better understand the dramatic story behind the originator of the world’s first superhero. That said, nothing in this book was invented. Though I write in the viewpoint of Jerry Siegel, I do so only after immersing myself in his life and work. I did not manufacture anything for convenience, continuity, or drama. Any words placed in quotation marks or in an indented block quote come from a historical document or an eyewitness account. Any reference to actions taken, small or large, comes from factual records or an account by someone who did it or observed it. Where accounts differ, I relied on contemporaneous records and common sense. I have corrected some anachronistic or erratic capitalization, spelling, and punctuation where the intended meaning was clear.

			The comic company that published and still publishes Superman has had many names, including Nicholson Publishing, Detective Comics, Inc., National Allied Publications, and National Periodical Publications. The name was not officially DC Comics until 1976, but the DC logo appeared on covers starting in 1940 and that was how most people referred to the company thereafter, so to avoid confusion, I call the company DC from 1940 onward.

			And now, I invite you to journey into the past to learn how the darkest of times gave birth to the brightest of heroes. In the midst of the Great Depression, escalating war in Europe, prejudice, and personal tragedy, Jerry Siegel created a new genre, a new industry, and most importantly, persisted when everything and everyone seemed opposed to him. Like the rest of us, he was not flawless, but he envisioned an enduring character that has entertained and enriched the lives of millions. Furthermore, his work and life are emblematic of how artists have been treated far too often and an indicator of the steps we should take to, like Superman, fight for a better tomorrow.

			The most important quality for a writer to possess is perseverance, and Jerry Siegel and his family are the proof. Despite the hardship Jerry endured for much of his life, this story ultimately has a uplifting ending because the Siegels believed in truth and justice and never stopped fighting for it.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			1947

			Jerry Siegel stood outside the door of the Westchester County Courthouse, Courtroom 2. Today he was supposed to testify. Like most witnesses, he was nervous, but in his case, it was almost unbearable because he knew he had wagered everything on one big, risky swing.

			If he won, he would recover his characters.

			If he lost, he would have nothing. No characters, no credit, no job, no source of income.

			The lawsuit had dragged on for months, and instead of getting better, it seemed to worsen. Today he would tell the story of how he created this hero with no corporate oversight or direction and input only from his artist friend Joe. Back then, no one else had any faith in his work.

			And now, everyone wanted to control his creation. The men in the pinstripe suits were getting rich off his work while he was deeply in debt.

			His lawyers had prepared him, although sometimes Jerry felt outmatched by the top-dollar legal team Harry Donenfeld marshaled. That group had been well honed by many previous legal dealings, like the one that got Donenfeld the company in the first place, the one that eliminated Wonder Man, and the ongoing litigation against another derivative character, Captain Marvel. Those lawyers knew what they were doing: Find a weakness, destroy the opposition, and then confiscate the remains.

			Jerry had found Jack Liebowitz, Harry’s accountant and business partner, difficult to work with from the start, but in recent years, he’d learned more about the checkered history of Jack and Harry. Harry was always confident, always outgoing. Jack was smart and ruthless, skilled at making the accounting books say what he needed them to say. Insiders called him “the Eraser.” He had erased the previous owners of Harry’s acquisitions, he had erased Major Malcolm Wheeler-Nicholson and taken the comic company he founded—and now he was trying to erase Jerry. Some referred to Jack as a gonif—an unflattering term for a disreputable or dishonest person, usually hurled as an expletive.

			Jerry didn’t know what to do. Sure, he and Joe had made good money for a few years, though not half what Jack had promised them. But he had no ownership and no input. Not even a seat at the table. No say in the adventures of his own hero. Instead, he had to endure constant criticism and interference from people who couldn’t write a story to save their lives, people who didn’t understand the character but seized control because it had become immensely profitable. And always, always, always he had to deal with Jack’s offensive comments and patronizing remarks about “the boys,” the infantilizing phrase he used to dismiss Jerry and Joe. Sometimes he felt the constant criticism was designed to wear him down, scare him, and make him compliant.

			If so, it hadn’t worked. Except, perhaps, the part about being scared.

			Sure, the suits had invested in the character and helped publicize it, but did that give them the right to cut out the creator? Sure, he was glad his brainchild had become so popular, but he rejected their claims that it was all the result of their marketing and promotion. “You got lucky,” Harry said. “It was just a fluke.”

			Jerry did not agree. In fact, he didn’t know where to begin to disagree and occasionally got so upset about it that he acted imprudently and said and wrote things he shouldn’t. He kept his emotions bottled up inside, but sometimes they became so overpowering he had to release them—and usually regretted it later. But Jack was wrong. You can’t promote a character no one likes. Without Jerry, they would have nothing. Other publishers had been and were still interested in his character, and there was no reason to believe another company couldn’t handle the marketing just as well.

			If the Major had still been in control when they first published the character, the story of Jerry’s life and many others in this emerging industry would have been very different. But instead, here he was in Westchester County, staring at the courtroom doors, realizing that his entire future might depend on what happened in the next few hours.

			He had always been shy. He could fake social skills, especially when passionate about something, but confrontation went against his nature. The thought of sitting in the witness stand being grilled by DC’s sharks was terrifying. But he had testified before—on these vultures’ behalf, ironically—and he’d survived. He would survive this. His mother taught him to be a fighter, like Samson or the Maccabees. He would not let her down.

			He had lost both parents. His wife was angry and unhappy. After being drafted and spending years overseas, his son barely knew him. He was behind on his taxes and had many other looming debts. His only real friend was Joe, and there was tension between them these days, though not enough to prevent Joe from—reluctantly—joining in this lawsuit.

			He watched Jack enter the courtroom. Tall, lean, quiet, with a pencil-thin mustache, like he thought he was Errol Flynn. Beside him, Harry Donenfeld. Short, heavy, friendly—he even made small talk with the courtroom personnel. Harry and Jack had not attended most days of the trial. But they were here today, probably just to intimidate him.

			Despite his innate shyness, someone had to tell their story. Joe was even more reserved and too easily tongue-tied to be a forceful witness. Jerry had to make the court understand what had happened, how it began, how it came to this point.

			He cast his mind back, all those years ago, when his best idea was not yet even a twinkle in his eye.

			Except, perhaps a bit, every time he gazed up at the stars…

		

	
		
			Part One

			The Boy of Tomorrow

		

	
		
			1

			The Harbinger of Hope

			1928
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			Young Jerry Siegel. Photographer unknown. Public domain.

			Jerry sprawled across the small lawn in front of his new Kimberly Avenue home and stared up at the stars. There were many, and they were so far away. Gazing at the heavens filled him with wonder and longing.

			For a while, a neighborhood kid with a telescope let him take a closer view, but that boy had moved. Didn’t matter, because though only thirteen, Jerry had an outsize imagination. Peering up at the summer sky, imagining what might live there, made his heart beat faster. He remembered how Edgar Rice Burroughs’s John Carter called out to Mars and suddenly found himself transported to the red planet. Could that work for Jerry? And if it did, what would he discover?

			Would he fit in better there than he did here?

			In Cleveland, he didn’t seem to fit anywhere—not at school or at home. He had a hard time making friends. And girls? Forget it. They were not interested. He was awkward and alternated between spooky silence and frenetic overexuberance. Other kids laughed at him. Bullies harassed him almost every day. He was a misfit.

			All he had were books, movies, newspaper strips, and pulp magazines. He could read about fabulous outer space adventures even if he couldn’t live them.

			How could the youngest of six children feel so alone?

			Four of his siblings, all but Leo, were ten or more years older than he and were already living adult lives. But his loneliness wasn’t fueled by a desire to be surrounded with more people. It was about finding kindred spirits. He wanted to be appreciated, acknowledged. He knew his parents loved him, and he loved them, but these days they stayed busy. No one had much time for a young boy, and all the things that delighted him seemed frivolous to everyone else.

			These were harsh times. His father, Michael, managed to keep his secondhand clothing store in business, augmenting his income with tailoring and alterations, but the store’s neighborhood was declining, and some months were better than others. Jerry’s mother, Sarah, kept the home running as best she could with limited means.

			Jerry knew what he wanted to do with his life. But wanting was not the same as having. And since his mother and others constantly told him he was dreaming, being unrealistic, he couldn’t help but wonder if they were right.

			He would never tell them that. They might think he was meek and mild, but he thought he had something to offer. He was determined to prove that his timid exterior disguised something superb. That meant he needed to work toward his goals, to be relentless, and to keep pushing forward. He had plenty of energy—he just wasn’t sure how to apply it.

			His mother complained about his sudden bursts of energy, with him racing through the house, up and down the stairs, especially when they had company, which was often. When his extended family visited, Jerry was full of zip. He tended to be more comfortable with younger children than with those his own age. His cousins Millie and Ruth were particular favorites. Millie told her friends about how he would leap down the stairs with a single bound to surprise them.

			He had a running gag in which he would surreptitiously watch them arrive from the window in the upstairs attic room. When they reached the door, his mother would call:

			“Jerome! Get the door!”

			Jerry would run downstairs, stand on the other side of the closed door, and shout, “Ruth, what a lovely yellow dress you’re wearing!”

			“How do you know what I’m wearing?” she shouted back from the other side.

			“My powerful eyes can see right through the door!”

			His mother did not have much tolerance for nonsense, but she had to make an exception in Jerry’s case. Nonsense seemed to be his specialty. He knew she wanted him to be more like his cousins Jerry and Irv Fine, sons of her sister, Molly Fine. More level-headed.

			Jerry tried to make his mother happy. She was a strong-willed woman and she expected her instructions to be obeyed. Even when his father was home, she dominated the household.

			She was also the family member who went to synagogue most often, usually three times a week, plus she served in several relief organizations and sat on the board of an orphanage. She made sure he knew about their Orthodox Jewish heritage, including the many heroes of the past, like Samson, the man with superhuman strength who never capitulated to the Philistines. At Hebrew school, Jerry heard about other famous figures, like the Maccabees, the rebel warriors who seized control of Judea and fought for those who needed saving. Heroes who stood up for the powerless and oppressed.

			His parents helped many relatives travel to the USA from the old country. More than two million Jews had come to America in the last fifty years, many from Eastern Europe, to escape persecution. His parents came from Lithuania, then part of the Russian Empire, and immigrated to America to evade rampant antisemitism. Jerry heard countless stories of the privations suffered by his downtrodden relations.

			His mother’s stories were sometimes frighteningly vivid, but he didn’t mind. He loved stories. History, myth, comic strips, movies, anything. To him, they were all part of the multifaceted modern mythology that shaped the world in which he lived.

			His father was a quiet man, unimposing, maybe five foot five, 160 pounds, hazel eyes, mustache (usually), with a touch of gray in his hair. He often complained that Jerry didn’t spend enough time helping out at the store as his older brothers had done. But Jerry couldn’t slow down for that. Was he going to spend his life selling clothes?

			His mother usually protected him. He knew she hoped he would be the family’s first full-fledged college boy, so she left him alone with his books and magazines. Reading made people smart, or so she had been told. Jerry read and read and read, but it was mostly stories, not textbooks.

			And when he was still extremely young, he started writing.

			At first, he wrote in longhand, usually lying on his bed. Then he tried a toy typewriter. He liked it, but he had to learn to type. When he got a genuine portable typewriter of his own, he wrote even more. His first efforts were primitive and he often started stories he did not finish. But he told himself that every time he wrote, it got a little better.

			He loved to visit Mike’s Magazines, or the nearby Uptown Drug Store. They had newsstands. He loved the dime magazines, what people called “pulps” because of the cheap paper used to print them. The ones he enjoyed most were filled with stories set on far-flung planets with space travelers, scantily clad heroines, and bug-eyed monsters, what Hugo Gernsback, the editor of Amazing Stories, called “scientifiction.” He still remembered the first time his older brother Harry brought home a copy of Amazing and gave it to him. When he read those stories, he felt as if his mind were on fire.

			On one occasion, he took a pulp magazine to school with him—and regretted it. He was called to the vice principal’s office and told to never bring that trash with him again. He learned to keep his interests to himself.

			He also loved movies. Sometimes on the weekends, if he had a dime to get in, he’d stay all afternoon. A newsreel. A cartoon, like Felix the Cat or Fleischer Studios’ Out of the Inkwell series. A chapter from the current adventure serial. A travelogue, providing a glimpse of the world outside Cleveland. A B-picture, which he often enjoyed more than the A-picture. He loved Tom Mix and especially Douglas Fairbanks, who seemed to embody every flavor of heroism, robbing the rich as Robin Hood and swinging off a yardarm as the Black Pirate. Jerry’s favorite was The Mark of Zorro—particularly the way Don Diego pretended to be an effeminate fop when he was truly a courageous hero—once he put on his costume and cape. Jerry loved comedies, too. Laurel and Hardy were particular favorites, and Charlie Chaplin. And of course, the rare futuristic film, like Fritz Lang’s Metropolis.

			Those stories sparked his imagination. Life should be an adventure, he felt, like it was in fiction. School and sports didn’t interest him. Stories did.

			Sometimes late at night when the lights were off, he would peer longingly out his window.

			Take me to Barsoom! he’d think, referring to the fictional name for Mars in Edgar Rice Burroughs’s novels. Or anywhere else he could have adventures and make friends.

			But no matter how hard he wished, when he opened his eyes, he was still on Kimberly Avenue, friendless and alone. But still filled with hope.
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			Jerry remembered his family’s earlier days back at 1949 East 79th Street, before they moved to ritzier Glenville. When it was filled with five siblings and two parents, that smaller house sometimes got extremely crowded.

			He had many happy childhood memories. After work some days, his father would bounce Jerry on his knee. He felt like he was flying, up and down, up and down. He got an almost tangible thrill from the giddy flight.

			He started kindergarten when he was six but he did not love school. Too often he seemed to be the outsider, the butt of jokes. He would never forget the day when he desperately needed to visit the lavatory. He raised his hand and asked the teacher for permission, but she refused. He couldn’t hold it forever, and a puddle soon formed at his feet. The other kids laughed and laughed.

			“You are a bad, bad, bad, bad boy!” the teacher said, and she pushed him out of the classroom.

			In February, when students exchanged valentines, he received only one—from a compassionate teacher. The next year, he gave one to himself.

			Recess was a nightmare. He didn’t understand why he was a target. He was not the only Jewish student, but he was in the minority—until they moved to Glenville. Was there something wrong with his face? His high-pitched, reedy voice? His awkwardness? His poor grades? The other kids teased him constantly. “Siegel, Seagull, fly like an eagle!”

			Sometimes he wished he could fly away from his tormentors.

			One day in grammar school, his teacher asked if any students would like to write for the school paper. Jerry desperately wanted to—but he was afraid to raise his hand. The other kids might make fun of him. He waited until class was over, then privately told the teacher he would like to participate.

			“You should have raised your hand when the others did. Now it’s too late.”

			He never raised his hand—even when the teacher posed questions and he knew the answers. He sat silently, praying he would not be called upon. When teachers asked him to read aloud to the class, he became physically ill. Eventually, he learned that if he clowned around when he presented, it alleviated some of the misery—and the kids loved it. Or so he thought. I’m funny, he told himself. That’s my suit of armor.

			He continued to use humor defensively, and he thought it was working. One day, his teacher summoned him before class began and said, “People don’t laugh with you. They laugh at you!” That took the wind out of his humor for a long time.

			But he had heard the story of Sarah, who happened to be his mother’s namesake, the woman God declared would have a child when she was in her nineties. That idea was received with laughter as well. When the baby boy arrived, she named him Isaac—the Hebrew word (pronounced “yitshak”) for “laughter.” And that Sarah became the mother of a nation. He resolved to ignore the chuckling—unless it was the sincere result of his own jokes.

			Even when very young, Jerry read the newspapers his father brought home from work, usually The Plain Dealer. But he had to wait until his father finished, and some nights it seemed as if the man read every page from front to back. Jerry wasn’t all that interested in the news but he loved the comic strips. In those days, great features like Little Orphan Annie, Gasoline Alley, Fritzi Ritz, Little Nemo in Slumberland, and The Katzenjammer Kids appeared in hundreds of newspapers across the country. Sometimes Jerry cut out the strips and saved them. He even developed a way of reproducing them by rubbing a wax candle over the comic, placing a blank sheet of paper on top of it, and pressing down with a hard object to transfer the image to the paper.

			On Sundays, his father would sometimes buy The Buffalo Times and bring it home. It had a children’s section that invited young people to send submissions. Jerry did, and soon he had some letters and gags published. Then he tried something more ambitious—a complete story, titled “Monsters of the Moon.” He sent it in…and heard nothing back. He didn’t realize it had been published until he received his first fan letter in the mail.

			He thought that if he could get more publishing credits, everyone would see this was the career for which he was destined. Credit was everything for a writer. You might not get rich, but at least people knew you wrote the stories and characters they loved. Someone might even like his stories enough to reach out and make friends. Someone who shared his interests rather than denigrating them.

			The Sunday Plain Dealer also contained a children’s section. Jerry’s favorite character was Seckatary Hawkins, a cowlicked kid who served as “seckatary” for a boys club that was frequently summoned by adults to solve crimes. Jerry’s first hometown publication credit, at age twelve, came from “Sec” himself, whose page in Sunday Magazine, September 12, 1926, contained the following missive:

			Dear Sec:

			My name is Jerome Siegel and I wish some member would correspond with me.…

			Yours fair and square,

			JEROME SIEGEL

			Jerry swelled with pride the day his letter appeared. The other members of his family saw it, though they didn’t seem to think it was nearly as important as he did. Since the letter ran with his address, it might lead to connections with other readers.

			That settled it. He was going to be a writer.
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			Jerry loved how wide-open the new house on Kimberly seemed. This was a big upward move for the Siegel clan. He knew his father would not risk the expense unless his income from the store seemed secure.

			His parents’ hard early experiences colored all the advice they passed down to their children: Work hard. Avoid foolishness. Family first. Those were the family’s guiding precepts, and they were already being adopted by his older siblings. When Jerry was twelve, his brother Leo was apprenticing in a dental program. His sisters also learned valuable skills so they could be gainfully employed.
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			Jerry’s childhood home on Kimberly Avenue, 2025, after an extensive restoration campaign overseen by the Siegel & Shuster Society and writer Brad Meltzer. Photo by Ralph Bernhardt.

			Jerry knew he was never going to travel far on his looks. He was short, with wiry, bushy, hard-to-manage hair, and he wore spectacles. He wasn’t good at sports. He dressed reasonably well, because his father set aside any secondhand clothes he thought would look good on Jerry. But clothing alone could not make him popular at school. His resting face was a sort of half smirk, a defensive facade for someone never entirely comfortable around other kids his age.

			He knew his mother worried about him more than her other children. He knew this because she told him so, often. She thought he was impractical, and the proof in that pudding was this notion of becoming a writer. She wanted him to be a lawyer, but he was not doing well in school—so she had every reason to worry.

			Sometimes he worried a little, too. People made fun of his glasses, but he preferred wearing them to being myopic. Sometimes he thought of them as a disguise, a screen that hid the real Jerry. Plus no one could hit a guy who wore glasses, right? His mother called him an “old man,” but he was a young firebrand filled with enthusiasm—for certain subjects. He channeled that excitement into stories and writing, exotic worlds, and alien civilizations.
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			Jerry crushed on some of the girls at school, but they did not reciprocate his interest. It seemed so unfair. He hadn’t asked for the face or physique he was born with. When he was forced to have a conversation, he would stumble and stutter and sound idiotic. If he was totally desperate, he would talk about movies. Endlessly. He was always more comfortable inside the pages of a book.

			Some days, he skipped school and went to the public library. He would rather spend the day there than be stuck at a desk with a bunch of people who ignored or harassed him. When he was very young, he had loved a picture book series called The Brownies. Later, he moved on to juvenile series characters, like Frank and Dick Merriwell, The Rover Boys, and Tom Swift.

			His family said he was absentminded, but he thought he was focused—just not on what they wanted. He’d write and write, sometimes finishing a story in a single sitting—then look at a clock and be amazed at how much time had passed. This happened both at home and, unfortunately, at school. Sometimes he stayed up so late reading that he had trouble getting going the next morning.

			One day in junior high, he was completing a lesson when he sensed he was the object of attention. Looking up, he saw everyone in class staring at him. A girl released a high-pitched titter. He stared back at her, not comprehending. She pointed at his shoe. He looked down. No, it wasn’t his shoe, it was the cotton poking out beneath his pant leg. In his drowsy rush to get to school, he’d unwittingly left on his pajamas as he dressed. He tugged at his pant leg to cover his embarrassing error, with no success.

			He was never going to fit in at school. If he was going to find a world for himself, he would have to make it.

			So almost every night, he sat down in front of that typewriter and wrote.

		

	
		
			2

			Lost in the Stars

			1929

			Jerry’s neighborhood was about as different from the places he read about in the pulps as it could possibly be. Glenville was a largely Jewish enclave in a city with seventy thousand Jews and nationally known synagogues. When Jerry walked down the street, he often heard Yiddish from the butcher, the iceman, and other local merchants. His favorite of the Jewish-owned shops was the local delicatessen specializing in corned beef sandwiches—which he loved.

			There were more than twenty shuls, or synagogues, in Glenville alone, and it seemed as if more were added every month. Cleveland was a boomtown, despite its rising crime rate. It had the fifth-largest population in the nation and was a mecca for immigrants. Fully 40 percent of the city’s population was foreign-born or had foreign-born parents. People came from everywhere, all looking for the same thing: hope.

			Jerry’s hopes were mostly tied to outer space, and drifting down to the local drugstore was no longer frivolous. It was research. He didn’t care about baseball cards or toys. He wanted stories. Perhaps due to the rise of the mob, crime books were popular. Horror pulps like Weird Tales were also common. He read everything he could, but he preferred the science-based stories because, even when they seemed outlandish, they were anchored in something real. Those futuristic flights of fantasy were strangely reassuring. Jerry bought at least three a month, more when he could afford it. He cherished the August 1928 issue of Amazing Stories because it had his favorite cover, a flying man in a red costume (plus a novella titled Armageddon 2419 A.D. with a time-traveling hero named Buck Rogers). He could not get that image out of his head.

			One day, his cousin Jerry Fine told him about a guy his age with similar interests, but who went to Alexander Hamilton Junior High, a new school on the East Side. What were the chances he would ever bump into him?

			Jerry continued mailing letters to the pulps. For magazines targeting mature readers, he figured it would be easier to get a letter printed than a full-length yarn. He placed several letters in Amazing Stories, the first in the August 1929 issue, just before the crash. He didn’t want the editors to know he was a punk kid from Cleveland, so he adopted a more erudite tone, scolding those who put down supernatural stories:

			By the way, will your readers please stop casting slurs at “Weird Tales” magazine…for all have the same authors or most of them.…So you see when you criticize that type of fiction appearing in these magazines, you are in turn throwing dirt at your own.

			Or to put it differently, can’t we all be friends?

			He landed another letter in November in Science Wonder Stories, another Gernsback publication. He was pleased to see that someone thought what he wrote was fit to print. But no one contacted him to agree, disagree, or go for a soda.

			Eventually Jerry reached out to another Amazing Stories correspondent, Clay Ferguson Jr., and sent him a story he had written called “The Time Crusaders.” Ferguson made some illustrations based on the story. Jerry was so excited he skipped school the next day and offered it in person to two Cleveland-based syndicates, Central Press and Newspaper Enterprise Association (NEA). They both rejected it, but while he was there, he spotted a display window explaining how a comic strip was assembled with original artwork. Jerry was transfixed.

			He might be shy, a misfit in his own home, a concern for his parents, and an object of ridicule to other kids…but each time he published another letter, he felt he was advancing toward his goal. Each publication gave him a little more confidence, a little more strength to quiet the persistent inner voice telling him he was fooling himself, being unrealistic. Amazing Stories was the most popular mag of its type, and he was in it. People read his thoughts, his words, his opinions. How long could it be before he connected with them? How long could it be before they were friends?

			If writing was his future, he needed to spend more time at it, which was yet another reason to resist everyone and everything that kept him from his typewriter. His father mandated a firm 9 p.m. bedtime, but Jerry found he didn’t need that much sleep. He carefully and quietly hauled his typewriter down the creaky stairs to the basement, mindful not to wake anyone. He didn’t worry so much about his mother. She couldn’t possibly hear anything over his father’s snoring.

			He closed the basement door so no one would hear him. No one could see him or know what he was doing—until he wanted them to know.

			Some nights it was bitter cold, and at least once he wrote down there during a snowstorm. When he typed, his mind went to a different place, so he usually didn’t feel the chill. Only when he paused to figure out what would happen next did he remember the basement was freezing and poorly lit. Many nights, he could see his own breath. Sometimes he wrapped himself in a heavy blanket, which made typing challenging.

			He didn’t care because he knew what he wanted to be, but to accomplish that, he would have to do more than send out letters. If he was going to make it as a writer, he needed complete stories. He was developing skills, and he sensed he was improving every time he spun another sheet of paper around the roller. But he also needed name recognition, connections, and payment. And those would only come if he was good, so he kept practicing, trying new ideas, and seeing what he could get down on paper. He wanted an opening, a big break, but he didn’t expect that to happen by accident. He had to make it happen.

			When the opportunity presented itself, he would be ready.
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			Glenville High School, 1930s. From the Cleveland Memory Project at CSU. Public domain.

			Jerry faced a major lifestyle change after his parents moved—Glenville High. Located on the corner of Everton and Parkwood, a brisk walk from his house, it was a far cry from the school he had attended before. This huge building occupied an entire city block. This school had sports teams, not that Jerry cared, and dozens of clubs. Students were expected to participate. He eventually joined Choral Club and worked on play production.

			Glenville High had a mostly Jewish, mostly middle-class enrollment, but there was an implicit caste system dividing the children of the “refined” Western European Jews from the Eastern European immigrants, like Jerry’s family. He found himself shunned by those in the higher caste, not unlike the bullies he endured when younger. Again, he felt ostracized and alone.

			Jerry’s grades were terrible and girls ignored him. But he found one thing to like in high school: the Glenville Torch. The student newspaper had a large staff and released a new issue every week. Jerry had little interest in interviewing the vice principal or reporting cafeteria menus, but he didn’t let that stop him from contributing. He was a writer, or wanted to be, and you don’t get published unless you submit. He had wanted to work on the school paper when he was younger but lost the opportunity due to extreme shyness. He needed to make sure that didn’t happen again.

			He found his opening in the Torch’s literary annual, The Reflector. He revised a story he’d intended for the pulps and submitted it. He didn’t win a prize, but they published his story, “In the Happy Days to Come.”

			Most of the futuristic trappings in the story were familiar: food pills, robot butlers, vibrating quilts that lulled you to sleep. He’d borrowed some ideas from Gernsback’s Ralph 124C 41+. He also took a few cues from the recently published Brave New World, especially for the lazy, clueless protagonist. But instead of exploring a future dystopia, this story was about teen dating.

			The lead character asks if there has been “a phone call from Miss Miriam.”

			The robot butler replies, “She will not accept your proposal.”

			John says, “Did you tell her I love her?” John prattles on, but he hasn’t even bothered to get out of bed. “If Selma refuses, I’ve still got Alice, and if Alice refuses, I’ve still Betty, but if Betty refuses—I believe I’ll have to order a female from the Robot Factory.…” Without actually doing anything, John drifts off to sleep “in a land inhabited by female robots alone.”

			Even when he set stories in make-believe worlds, they were ultimately autobiographical. There was a Miriam at Jerry’s school, and he crushed on her hard. But she never paid him the slightest bit of attention, even after he professed his love in fiction—repeatedly.

			Some of these stories would embarrass him later, but he was trying to fuse his humor—what he thought was his strong suit—with “scientifiction” to produce a story that would make students smile.

			And eventually, it worked.

			[image: A car is parked in front of a building with a sign on the side.
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			Glenville High School today, a new building in a nearby location. Photo by Ralph Bernhardt.
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			Sarah Siegel

			Jerry’s mother Sarah (formerly “Sora,” sometimes spelled “Sore”) could not stop worrying about her youngest son. Her friends, the women in the Jewish Consumptive Relief Society and B’nai B’rith, told her not to fret: “You’ve got a dentist and a mailman. Your youngest will find work, too.”

			Perhaps they were right, but she couldn’t stop being concerned. The boy always had his head in the clouds and his nose in a book, or some trashy magazine, and she did not see how that was going to lead to success in later life. She remembered all she had been through, all the turmoil her husband had endured to escape the mounting evil overseas.

			Could Jerry handle something like that? He stayed up all night, slept in, and frequently left late and half dressed for school. If he couldn’t handle high school, how could he handle real life?

			She and her husband had come from the impoverished ghettos of Eastern Europe and when they first arrived, life had been a struggle. Living like that too long leaves you wary, always wondering when the next blow will strike.

			She never dreamed they might live anywhere like this house on Kimberly Avenue. It seemed like a fantasy come true, even if she knew there were others who had more. Given that her husband came to America as a tailor, altering people’s clothes for peanuts, she counted her blessings. She didn’t work outside the home, other than occasionally helping her husband at the store. Mostly she tended to the cooking, cleaning, sewing, and childrearing.

			She met her future husband in Kovno, in southern Lithuania, the region called the Pale of Settlement, an unimpressive strip of five hundred thousand acres mostly taken from Poland and other countries after eighteenth-century conquests. Jews were forbidden to live in Russia until 1795 when the Pale was opened to them‚ because no one else wanted it. Even in the Pale, Jews were restricted to certain occupations, mostly merchants or craftsmen. After the assassination of Alexander II in 1881, antisemitic violence surged. Hundreds of anti-Jew pogroms took place in only a few years.

			Sarah and Michael were married in 1898 and soon after had two children, Rokhel, later called Rose, and Mina, later called Minnie. Her husband was conscripted. Ever since 1827, military service was mandatory for Jews and, in most cases, a death sentence. Anyone who would not profess faith to Christ was given bad food and harsh treatment. Newspapers carried cartoons depicting Jews as vermin. Somehow Michael escaped. Most assumed he had deserted. Her husband rarely talked about those days and Sarah did not press him. She did not want to trigger traumatic memories.

			One positive thing emerged from his terrible experience: a determination to get to the United States. In 1900 he emigrated, working as a sign painter until he found work as a tailor, just as his father had before him. Two years later, when he could afford it, he sent for Sarah and the children. By 1914, he had brought over every member of his and his wife’s clan, including Sarah’s five younger siblings. Michael shortened his original surname, “Segaliovich,” not at Ellis Island but on his own, first to “Segal,” then “Siegel,” a name he thought still looked Jewish but was easier for English speakers to pronounce. New York was crowded and full of foreigners, including the German-born Jews who ran the immigrant community and often mistreated their poorer Eastern European cousins. He decided to move to Cleveland, the “City of Light” (because of its early switch from gas to electric lamps) and Sarah was more than willing.

			Sarah considered herself an Americanized Jew and a proud one. She knew how fortunate she was to be here. She loved the country like she did her own children and she tried to blend in. She learned to read, write, and speak English, as did all her children, even the two born overseas. She wore makeup and a hat when she went shopping. She wanted to look as American as she felt.

			She did not mind that her workday was primarily focused on the home. Few of the ladies in their neighborhood worked. Her husband managed the finances, but she ruled at home. She was not merely the head of her own family. She was the head of her extended family. She told everybody what to do and felt no guilt about it. She was the glue that kept the kinfolk together, and in most people’s eyes, her work had been successful.

			Except, perhaps, with Jerry.

			She sometimes wondered if she should be stricter with him, but she also understood that he was different from her other children. He was smart. Perhaps the smartest of them all, she suspected, even if it didn’t show in his grades. Look how he read constantly. Look how interested he was in science. She assumed these spaceship magazines were a childish fancy he would outgrow. He was building his brain for a future as a lawyer or businessman or something respectable. Perhaps even more respectable than being a tailor.

			She was fiercely protective of him. No one was going to mess with her boy. She tried to shield him from bad influences, bullies, children she didn’t like, and families she thought were undesirable. She didn’t want him to fall in with the wrong crowd.

			She was especially determined that he would not get entangled with women who were wrong for him. She’d seen how shy he was, especially around girls. He was what they called an edelkayt, a studious, gentle Jewish boy, easy prey for a woman with intentions.

			She didn’t know what to think when he got the typewriter, or when he started staying up late in the basement typing. Did he really think she didn’t know? She knew everything that happened in her house.

			Was this the path to university? She had her doubts, but she did not really know. Few of her friends or their children had gone to college, and none were what she would call intellectuals.

			Maybe her friends were right. Maybe she did worry too much. But she was accustomed to being in control, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was losing that control with Jerry. He seemed driven in a way she did not understand.

			He was a good boy at heart. She knew that. He would not deliberately do anything to hurt or disappoint his mother. If the baby of the family needed a little more attention, or a little more leeway, there was nothing wrong with that.

			Jerry was destined for great things. And she was determined to make sure he got what he deserved.
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			Lighting the Torch

			1930–1932

			After the success of his first story, Jerry contributed to the Torch regularly, especially to the jokes and humor page. By next term, he was a regular in Room 114, where The Torch staff gathered, which he often called “the office” with a happy smile. His stories, including his fiction, appeared regularly. He even composed a story called “The Yuletide Spirit” for the Christmas issue, which commanded a surprising amount of attention at his mostly Jewish high school.

			On October 12, just before his sixteenth birthday, he had two stories on the second page. Two! That was unprecedented, at least so far as he recalled. He was pleased beyond measure when he held that paper in his hands.

			One of those stories was his first attempt at a series character, Stiletto Vance, PI, a parody of the famous gentleman detective created by S. S. Van Dine, Philo Vance. He’d seen film star William Powell play the part the year before. He tried to keep the story lighthearted. Vance would solve baffling crimes, but these stories had more slapstick humor than violence. And they often owed more to Buck Rogers than Sherlock Holmes, though Stiletto did have a Watson-like narrator he eventually named “Jerry.”

			In one story, Vance solves the mystery of a lifeless body by using the “Breath-O-Scope,” possibly inspired by the popular adventures of fictional detective Craig Kennedy, who often solved crimes with unusual inventions. The device alerts Vance that the victim is not dead but has simply passed out after excessive drinking.

			The shy, awkward writer was slowly pushing himself into the foreground, showing people how clever he could be. In time, he started integrating poetry into these pseudodetective tales, even when they were not essential to the story. He had his reasons, and they were none too subtle.

			This poem was expressly written by the story’s character “Jerry”:

			Miriam, Miriam,

			As you circle mile after mile,

			Stopping not to even smile,

			You drive me to delirium,

			As you swim by in your aquarium.

			Jerry was particularly proud of finding sort-of rhymes for “Miriam.”

			The characters in his story discuss the poem:

			Miriam neither smiles at the writer nor stops to talk to him.… Miriam is not a fish, as you might suppose at first thought. No. She is different—outstanding. She is alone in her glory. None can compare with her. She is continually passing through the writer’s mind.

			Did Glenville High’s Miriam notice? Did she say a word to him about it?

			Of course not. This story was heartfelt—but futile.

			The happiest part of school life for him was insinuating himself into the Torch. While he didn’t exactly consider the other staff members his friends, they at least knew who he was. They were never cruel, and were even nice occasionally.

			That seemed like a good starting point.

			[image: ]

			Jerry felt his confidence rising. He had been published in national magazines, even if it was only letters, and he was published almost every week in The Torch. Even after he was booted off the paper’s masthead—because his grades were so poor—he continued to write for the paper.

			He submitted poetry to the “Blow Torch” section, but attributed the verse to Stiletto Vance, or a strange conflation of his fictional personae:

			Attention “M”

			 

			He was asked to read his essay

			In English, the other day.

			And he read it to his lassie,

			Who turned her nose away.

			 

			Now he’s gone and burned the essay,

			And he often rues the day,

			When he read it to his lassie,

			Who no longer looks his way.

			—Stiletto J. S. Vance

			 

			This time, he sandwiched his own initials inside his character’s name. He could not make it much clearer that he was speaking personally, but it made no difference. Miriam took no notice.

			[image: ]

			Late one night, an ambitious idea occurred to Jerry. Even if he couldn’t get those New York editors to accept his stories, he knew one person who would be certain to publish his work: himself!

			He decided to launch his own magazine. It would be written by a pulp fan for other pulp fans. It would be a purely amateur production because that was all he could afford, but that could still work, since pulp readers were accustomed to cheap-looking publications. And the name recognition he had gained with his letters might lead to more connections.

			He called his home-baked publication Cosmic Stories. So far as he knew, this was the first time a fan had published and distributed his own zine. But rather than admit this was a one-boy operation, he disguised its origins by saying it was published by the “Fantastic Fiction Publishing Company.” He typed the whole issue, then used his school’s hectograph to print about ten copies. It included stories he had obtained from published author Clare Winger Harris and Walter L. Dennis, a Chicago reporter who was also the cofounder of the Science Correspondence Club. Jerry had exchanged letters with Dennis, in part because they both loved futuristic fiction and in part because Jerry had considered journalism as a possible future occupation, if fiction writing didn’t work out.

			He made the mistake of showing the finished publication to his English teacher, who only expressed dismay. He should be writing about the real world, she thought, not these wild flights of fantasy. But most of the books his teacher liked bored him to tears. He wanted to write the kinds of stories he enjoyed reading.

			His parents were not impressed either.

			He placed a classified ad in Science Wonder Stories promoting his zine, not mentioning that it had been assembled by a teenager. He was disappointed when he received few orders.

			Maybe his parents had been right.

			[image: ]

			Jerry continued writing to pulp magazines and authors. In early 1930, he wrote Edmond Hamilton, initiating a long-running correspondence. Jerry mentioned that he had ideas for hero stories. Jerry introduced Edmond to another SF writer, Jack Williamson, and those two became enduring friends and colleagues.

			[image: ]

			Jerry loved Tarzan, the dynamic jungle hero who was first published in book form the year he was born. No one had ever seen a character like this brutal ape man who swung around all but naked, as the comic strip made clear. Strength and manliness rippled from every muscle of his body. Tarzan also had a secret identity of sorts, since in addition to being lord of the jungle he was also a British nobleman, Lord Greystoke.

			Most days after school, Jerry clicked on the radio in time to hear the serialized adaptation of the first Tarzan book in fifteen-minute increments. One of the early episodes referred to Tarzan as “a super-man.”

			But as much as Jerry liked Tarzan, he idolized Tarzan’s creator, Edgar Rice Burroughs. The more he learned about him, the more he admired him. Unlike most authors, Burroughs had retained the publishing rights to his characters and books and now benefited to an unprecedented degree. Burroughs was the first American writer to create his own publishing company, ERB Books, so he could distribute his work, cutting out the middleman. Burroughs bought a huge expanse of ranchland in California, which he called “Tarzana” after the character that paid for it. Burroughs treated his writing like a regular job. He had a daily routine of writing and did not let other matters interrupt that constant productivity.

			Jerry resolved that he was going to be that kind of writer, the kind who kept writing, kept pushing, no matter what. After all, Burroughs had at least three things Jerry wanted dearly: readers, money, and respect.

			All the world loved Tarzan, but Jerry preferred Burroughs’s original creation—John Carter of Mars. In the first book in that series, A Princess of Mars, Carter, an ex-Confederate army captain from Virginia, discovers gold in Arizona, is attacked by Apaches, and at the last moment is transported to Mars, which the locals call “Barsoom.” He soon loses most of his clothes, but the humanlike red Martians never wore much, especially the alluring Dejah Thoris, who was Carter’s female counterpart, as Jane was to Tarzan. Burroughs reasoned that since gravity was not as strong on Mars as on Earth, Carter could leap thirty feet into the air in a single bound. In the third book in the series, Warlord of Mars, Carter thinks to himself, “I was a superman, and no man could have withstood me then.”

			Jerry wished he had a character like that, someone capable of exciting, epic adventures, someone readers would return to again and again. And he wished he had a friend, someone who shared his interests and enthusiasms. He didn’t know where that friend would come from, but he remained hopeful.

			After all, a critical connection might be just around the corner.
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			When Jerry Met Joe

			1931–1934

			Jerry recalled his first cousin, Jerry Fine, mentioning a kid who shared similar interests. However, since he lived in another part of the city and went to different school, it didn’t seem likely they would ever meet.

			Until they did, shortly after Joe Shuster’s family moved to Glenville, early in 1931. It was in the library, a favorite haunt for both. Once Jerry realized this was the kid he’d been told about, the one who shared his enthusiasms, he relaxed and they started talking.

			“I understand that you draw science-fiction stuff.”

			“Uh-huh,” Joe replied, blinking behind double-thick lenses.

			Five minutes later, they were talking about Buck Rogers and Tarzan of the Apes. Soon after that, they were discussing projects they could work on together.

			Thanks to alphabetical seating, they were frequently placed near one another in class. Joe started working for the Torch, primarily as a cartoonist. Jerry said they were “the right chemicals coming together,” but what he meant was, they shared the same interests, ambitions, poor social skills, and bleak prospects with girls.

			[image: ]

			The Cleveland Public Library Jerry and Joe frequented, 2025. Photo by Ralph Bernhardt.

			Jerry marveled at how well Joe, even shyer than himself, acclimated to his new school. He was embraced by the Torch staff almost immediately, accomplishing in days what had taken Jerry a year. The new Art Club made Joe its president. He worked on sets for school plays. Despite his quiet intensity, people seemed to like him. For a while, he even ran track.

			Jerry also was busy. Now that he had determined he was going to be a writer, he spent every moment typing and submitting manuscripts. Joe started drawing cartoons to accompany Jerry’s pieces for the Torch.

			For perhaps the first time in his life, Jerry had a friend who could talk for hours about books and movies and comic strips. Joe started coming home with Jerry after school sometimes. Since his house was larger than Joe’s one-bedroom apartment, it was the logical choice. Jerry’s mother was a little reserved about Joe at first, especially since he seemed to reinforce all of Jerry’s worst obsessions, but she was pleased to see her son spending time with a pal.

			Like Jerry, Joe adored the pulps, the more fantastic the better. Joe showed Jerry some of the drawings he had made imitating pulp covers. He explained that he practiced by placing thin paper over the covers and tracing the lines, getting a feel for how his Amazing Stories artist hero Frank R. Paul created exciting future vistas, dramatic cityscapes, and spaceships for the covers. He showed Jerry one of his best pieces, a black-and-white sketch of a futuristic supertrain bursting across a sky filled with flying machines. The caption read: World of Future, 1980.

			[image: A drawing of an airplane and a spaceship flying over a city.
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			Joe’s World of the Future illustration, circa 1931. Public domain.

			Jerry’s eyes lit up. Every great magazine story he had ever read led with an illustration, and he thought this drawing was excellent. The buildings had an Art Deco look, the Streamline Moderne style popular then in architecture and design. It was also reminiscent of Alex Raymond, the artist behind Flash Gordon, whom they both admired.

			Soon, Joe was coming over after school several times a week, then almost every day. Sometimes they would swap magazines and read together. Occasionally, Jerry would jump up and punctuate the silence with a rant on some author he liked or didn’t, or some scientifiction cliché he felt was overused or poorly deployed.

			Compared to Joe, Jerry was practically an extrovert. If they were going to team up, it was clear Jerry would be the ringleader. Joe seemed content to let him take the lead, to have someone who appreciated his work and wanted more of it. Joe was not a fast artist, but he worked hard and did not disappoint.

			There was no telling what they might accomplish together.

			[image: ]

			Despite the fact that Jerry typically wrote humor, many of his Torch colleagues recalled him speaking about his strong distaste for Hitler and his beliefs. In a 1932 Torch piece compiling events that were “Impossible to See,” the author listed “Jerry Siegel and Adolf Hitler engaging in a wild game of pinochle.”

			Jerry had a good run with the Stiletto Vance series, but he sensed it was getting tired. What about a Tarzan parody? He could acknowledge his affection for Burroughs and also have some fun with a character every student knew. After a feverish night of typing, he created “Goober the Mighty,” who debuted in the Torch in May. “Goober” was not only slang for peanuts but also an unflattering term for a foolish person.

			During Goober’s first adventure, “in a fit of superhuman energy, he snapped a twig between two great hands.… Except for a dislocated hip, a broken arm, fallen arches, a twisted arm and a missing ear, he was the model of physical perfection.”

			Goober was a hit and became Jerry’s second series-character success. But it brought him something of even greater importance. Like most pulp stories, it opened with an illustration. In this case, it was a drawing of a lion attacking a caricatured African, drawn by Joe Shuster.

			The friendship had become a partnership.

			[image: A man wearing a suit and tie is staring at the camera.
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			Photo of Joe Shuster. Photographer unknown. PICRYL. Public domain.

			Joe Shuster

			Sometimes Joe felt as if he were riding the tail of a comet—a comet named Jerry Siegel.

			But he got used to it. He still thought Jerry was a bit much, always in high gear, always thinking his newest idea was the most brilliant, the one that was going to turn the world upside down and make them millionaires.

			They did have fun together. They liked the same movies and there were several good theaters in Glenville or nearby, like the Doan at St. Clair and 105th, his favorite because of its exotic Aztec exterior. It reminded him of his younger days in Toronto, when he and his cousin Frank would spend entire days watching silent movies.

			He also loved newspaper comics, like Jerry, and they read some of the same magazines. At one point, he and Jerry decided they would learn to dance so they could impress girls—with limited success. Since they didn’t want to dance with each other, they practiced with Joe’s little sister Jean.

			His father was born Julius Shusterowitz. Joe’s mother was born Ida Katharske, in a small farming town in central Russia. She’d seen massacres, violent midnight pogroms, Jewish homes and businesses burned to the ground in the dead of night, usually followed by torchlight looting. She had seen friends and neighbors murdered or financially ruined. Her parents and others tried to resist, but they would never be a match for the Russian army.

			They soon changed “Shusterowitz” to “Schuster” and then “Shuster.” They moved to Toronto and lived, first in a small house with his uncle and aunt, then in a series of apartments. It seemed as if they were always moving, always on the go, never settled. Small wonder Joe (born “Julius, Jr.”) had trouble talking to people. He felt as if he never knew anyone and was never comfortable anywhere, a perpetual stranger.

			In Toronto, his best friend was his cousin, Frank. Joe thought Frank was funnier than the comedians on the radio. He could always put a smile on Joe’s face. They often went to the movies together at the theater where his Uncle Jack worked as projectionist. He and Frank were actually “double first cousins,” because their fathers were brothers and their mothers were sisters.

			Later, in pursuit of work, his father moved the family to Cleveland. They were always short of money. They did not even own a radio. The Sunday paper was a luxury they relished. When he was very young, his father put him on his lap and read him the comic strips. Joe was entranced. He wished it would never stop. He loved the bright, funny features.

			At an early age, he tried to emulate what he saw in the newspapers. He first drew on the walls, but Ida did not care for that. He drew on scrap paper, cast-off butcher paper, whatever was available. He needed glasses with thick lenses. He usually drew with his left hand, his nose an inch from the paper, but lettered with his right to give his left hand a break. He often wore gloves because their apartment was cold. Sometimes he had to wear a sweater or even two, but he still drew. He didn’t have a drawing board, so he borrowed the board his mother used to knead the Sabbath challah.

			Bodybuilding had become a fad, and many famous strongmen, like Zishe Breitbart and Joseph Greenstein, “the Mighty Atom,” toured the country performing feats of strength, usually wearing a wrestler’s costume—tights with support trunks. Breitbart, also Jewish, was often billed as “a Modern Hercules.”

			Hoping to improve his appearance, Joe lifted weights. When he could afford it, he ate beef and drank two quarts of milk a day. He built up some muscle, but he did not make himself much thicker.

			[image: A man is lying on a bench with a bunch of weights on it.
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			Joe weightlifting. Photographer unknown. Public domain.

			He got a scholarship to the Cleveland School of Art. Later, he bought himself lessons at the John Huntington Polytechnic Institute, ten cents a class, which to him was a fortune. But it was worth it. His artwork improved. His faces gained a wider range of expression. He might not be as fancy as Hal Foster, who did the Sunday Tarzan, or his favorite, Frank R. Paul, who did the covers for Amazing Stories—but he was definitely improving.

			He contributed cartoons, and they were popular with the staff and the students. He signed “Joe Shuster,” extending the terminal “r” with a curly tail ending in a circle. He’d borrowed this from Chester Gould, the Oklahoma-born cartoonist who created and drew Dick Tracy, one of the best of the new wave of strips that ran extended adventure stories rather than single-shot gags.

			Joe couldn’t call himself popular, and he occasionally dealt with unkind remarks he didn’t understand. Why would people criticize him for being Jewish? It wasn’t as if that was a choice he made. But students did laugh at his cartoons. He felt as if he were finally settling in.

			[image: ]

			Jerry got a regular column in the Torch and continued to contribute humorous stories, but he submitted his more serious fiction to magazines.

			He detected a shift in the pulp world. Originally, the titles of the publications informed prospective readers about the genre they would find inside. There were scientifiction titles like Amazing Stories, supernatural titles like Weird Tales, mystery titles like Detective, and for the female reader, True Romance. But some recent pulps presented a lead character’s heroic monthly exploits, like The Shadow in 1931, Doc Savage, Nick Carter, and The Spider in 1933, and Secret Agent X in 1934. An early ad for Doc Savage’s magazine referred to the character as a “superman.”

			If he could create a character like that, he just might be able to get this writing career off the ground.

			He wrote his first nonhumorous mystery story, intended for the pulps—but eventually, he submitted it to the Torch. This was an actual locked-room mystery, sort of, in which several men are confined together, one dies, and the rest have to figure out who did it, how, and why.

			Jerry’s opening was reminiscent of the famous opening sentence from Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado.” Jerry’s story began, “For the last half hour the conviction that one of the learned men seated around the table was insane had been steadily growing upon me.”

			Even as Jerry experimented with a new genre, he couldn’t leave scientifiction behind. As it turned out, the alleged victim took “specially prepared pills” that induced suspended animation. He’d been listening the whole time while the others talked, so he had a good idea what they really thought of him.

			Jerry thought this was a fantastic idea. Who wouldn’t want the power to know what other people were saying about you when they thought you couldn’t hear?

			By the time the school year ended, Jerry had many writing credits plus a friend and illustrator. Unfortunately, Joe was returning to Canada to spend the summer with his cousin. Jerry planned to write, to maintain that daily routine Burroughs thought so important. But he still wasn’t sure what direction he wanted to take. He felt that although his stories thus far were fun, he hadn’t stumbled onto a character that would seize readers’ imaginations. But he felt confident that he would.

			That was until June 2, 1932. Then he had doubts about everything.
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