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PROLOGUE

THE PLAUSIBLE IMPOSSIBLE is a term of art unique to cartooning. It is what holds Bugs Bunny up when he runs off a cliff, traverses a yawning chasm, and continues running on the other side, completely ignorant of the terrible fate that, except for a magical, momentary suspension of the laws of gravity, should have been his. It is the guiding comic principleat once thrilling and ridiculousthat lies at the heart of cartooning. This willing suspension of disbelief has a logic all its own. What keeps Bugs aloft, what makes the impossible plausible, is not looking down. It is a talent that eighty-nine-year-old Al Jaffee has displayed in his life as well as his art.

Al Jaffee enjoys a special relationship with the plausible impossible. For him it is more than a term of art; it is the story of his life. A rsum of Als formative years reads like a comic strip of traumatic cliff-hangers, with cartoons by Jaffee and captions by Freud. Al was separated from his father, abandoned and abused by his mother, uprooted from his home in Savannah, Georgia, reared for almost six years in a Lithuanian shtetl, and returned to Americaall by the time he was twelve years old. To this day, Al has a problem with trust. Everything is not going to be all right. I experienced so much humiliation that I became defensive about it. I am not trash. I am not garbage. Even homeless people, the lowliest of the low, have a strong sense of dignity.

Al wears his dignity like a carapace, a surprising cover, perhaps, for a man who finds so much about life ridiculous. He is always a gentleman, very well mannered without being a stiff, says illustrator-writer Arnold Roth, who has worked with Al and been his friend for decades. Still, Roth notes, There was always a certain sadness about Al. There were minor chords playing underneath. I knew nothing about the cause.

Nick Meglin, who was Als editor and friend at MAD for decades, was stunned when he learned that such a funny man had emerged from such a sad and humorless childhood. As a fan Im as grateful as I am baffled that he did.

Unless someone asks, Al doesnt talk about his childhoodnot the starved shtetl years in Lithuania or the indignities of living as a second-class citizen in other peoples houses. I dont volunteer the information. If somebody wants to know it, they have to get it from me.

His flamboyantly perverse youth has made him the man he is todaya satirist, an artist and writer, a raconteur, an arrested adolescent, and an aliena person uniquely qualified to introduce young Americans to the world of adult hypocrisy in the pages of a magazine called MAD.



1
THE WILD INDIAN

I was the terror of the neighborhood.



AL REMEMBERS the day his childhood ended. He, his mother, and his three younger brothers had just disembarked from the boat that had taken them on a long ocean voyage. The journey had started when he said an angry, tearful good-bye to his father in Savannah and had ended in this big, scary place with the funny nameHamburg. Was there a place, he wondered, called Hot Dog?

The Hamburg railroad depot was the biggest place he had ever seen. He was like Jonah in the belly of the whale, a hellish, frightening belly of soot, screeching metal, pumping wheels, and sulfurous coal smoke. Huge, dark engines crouched on the tracks, hissing and panting steam. A wilderness of rails ran out of the station until they were lost from view. If they followed one of these tracks far enough, Al wondered, would they lead to this place they were going called Lithuania?

Al had seen trains before, but never so many all at once. His father had always been with him in the train station in Savannah when they went together on Sundays to the Isle of Hope, an amusement park outside of the city. Al could remember standing with him on the platform. He could almost feel his fathers hands resting firmly on his shoulders, holding him safely in place, away from the tracks, while Al, thrillingly terrified, leaned against his fathers knees and covered his ears against the thundering onslaught.
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Where was his mother? Harry, his five-year-old brother, was running on the tracks. Bernard, two and a half years old, was waddling off in another direction. David, the baby, was screaming in his carriage. Standing on the platform, holding tightly to the handle of the carriage, Al didnt know what to do. Should he leave David and run after his brothers? Should he try to push the carriage through the crowd? Adults, exhausted and confused, labored under bundles tied with string, lugged satchels, leather valises, and cardboard trunks, trying to find their place on platforms so long they seemed to lead to nowhere. None of these adults was his mother. He was paralyzed with fear.

Mama! he yelled. Where are you?

Mama! he cried. Come back!

It was chaos, Al remembers. It is a moment that is as clear to me today as it was then. I realized that I must not rely on this woman for my survival. I must not. Either we are all going to get killed, or those of us who stay alert are going to survive, because she doesnt know what shes doing. I realized that she was irresponsible. That I knew better than she did. I knew I could not put my life in her hands. I knew I was on my own. Suspended between two worlds, he understood that this was no time to look down. Al was six years old.

The year was 1927. At a time when Jews all over Europe were trying to get to the United States, Mildred Gordon Jaffee, homesick for zarasai, the Lithuanian shtetl from which shed emigrated, decided to leave Savannah and take her four American-born children back to an increasingly anti-Semitic Lithuania.

Mildred Jaffee told her husband, Morris, who had also emigrated from zarasai, that she was going for a brief visit to relatives, but she had probably never intended to return.



DOCUMENTS ARE INCONSISTENT about Morriss age when he first immigrated to New Yorks Lower East Side in 1905. He might have been as young as fifteen or as old as seventeen. He might have left Zarasai, as did many others, to keep from being conscripted into the czars army. (Lithuania would not become independent of Russia until 1918.) A 1910 census lists his profession as a tailor. It is unlikely that Morris had plans at the time to send for Mildred Gordon, whose age, also listed variously in different documents, would identify her as anywhere from three to seven years his junior. They might have known each other in zarasai, but their romance probably began in New York.

Morris Jaffee hit New York running. Al doesnt know what kind of work his father did in New York, but he was smart, well educated, buoyant, confident, and ambitious. Already fluent in Hebrew, Russian, and Yiddish, he enrolled in night school and quickly became proficient in English. Although Jaffee was a small, frail manno more than five feet four incheshis appetite for the challenges of the New World was immense. In a New York minute, he exchanged his black woolen cap for a dapper straw boater and set out to make this glitzy, noisy, crowded new world his own. He cheered for the Giants. He walked across the Brooklyn Bridge for the sheer joy of it. He had left a world lit only by kerosene, and nowhe could hardly believe ithe stood basking in the lights of the Great White Way. Whenever he could afford it, hed slip into the nickelodeon or the movies. His favorites were the Keystone Kops and Charlie Chaplin.

Mildred Gordon boarded the Czar in Libau, Russias largest emigration harbor, and arrived in New York on December 9, 1913. According to the ships manifest, which lists her name as Michlia Gordon, daughter of Chaim Gordon, she was a twenty-year-old, five-foot-tall Hebrew, a tailores with dark hair and eyes. She had twenty-two dollars in her pocket, the equivalent of almost five hundred dollars today. She listed her American destination as 305 Jackson Street, in the heart of the Lower East Side and the home of her cousin Morris Gordon.

Mildreds entry into New York Citys Lower East Side was much more tentative than Morriss. She lived among her relatives, who, with the exception of her sister Frieda, one year her senior, consisted of great-aunts and second or third cousins from the provinces of zarasai and Vilnius (Vilna in Russian, Vilne in Yiddish). Lithuania, as such, did not exist under the Russian regime.

However tenuous their relationships, they faced the stigma of marginality together. They shared a common language, Yiddish, and a common need to find lodgings, learn English, and make a living. Mildred went to night school and easily developed a fluency in English. She read and wrote beautifully. She took out books from the library. She loved the new language so much that in later years, when Al would make a grammatical error, she would slap him across the face. Frieda, who was an expert seamstress, probably secured apprentice work for her tailores sister. They stuck together in the vast, strange city, creating a tiny replica of shtetl life in which Mildred Gordon must have felt safe. She might even have been happy. The relatives with whom she lived described her as cheerful, a clever mimic, and full of fun.

Mildred was eager to marry Morris, but her plans were frustrated when, in 1917, Morris was drafted into the army and sent to Yaphank, Long Island, for training, and then on to Europe. Morris persuaded Mildred to wait and see if he returned. He almost didnt. He was captured and held under near-starvation conditions in a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany.

Morris Jaffee abhorred violence so much so that he didnt even like to join in conversations with other men about the fighters Max Schmeling or Joe Louis. He was interested in politics and social issues. He was a liberal, a New Dealer. My father was proud when the governor of New York was Herbert Lehman, but he was just as condemnatory of Jewish crooks. Were going to get hell for these guys, hed say. He would show Al his uniforms and medals. He would let him wear his kepi, but he refused to satisfy his sons little-boy lust for blood and guts. When I asked him, What did you do in the war, Daddy? Did you shoot Germans? Did you kill lots of Germans? he would answer, No, no, no. I was out shooting lions. 

After his army discharge, Morris and Mildred married on June 19, 1919, in the Bronx and moved to an apartment on Bathgate Avenue. Their marriage certificate lists her name as a more Americanized Milly. At about this time, Morris passed the civil service exam to qualify as a postal worker. Shortly thereafter, he learned through the Jewish grapevine that wound its way from Savannah to New York City that a Mr. Blumenthal had sent word north that he was looking for an honest, young, Jewish man, preferably married, to run his Savannah pawnshop. It was common in those days to recruit young Jewish men from New York because southern Jewish businessmen didnt trust gentiles or Negroes as employees. Morris applied for the job and was hired. Morris and Mildred moved to Savannah, where, a year later, on March 13, 1921, Al (n Abraham) was born. Morris rented a house at 120 West Taylor Street, in a pleasant, if modest, part of town. Morris was such a success at the pawnshop that he was soon given the job of general manager of S. Blumenthal and Son, one of Savannahs leading department stores.
 
Al remembers his father as having two personae, with accents to match. It was the most amazing thing. In New York, he spoke English with a New York accent and not a trace of Yiddish. Once in Savannah, he spoke English with a southern accent. He quickly became a member of the Shriners and the Masons. He couldnt wait to do the American thing.

My father was a dandy. He walked around like he was on top of the world, and he was. Everybody bowed and scraped to him. He felt like a million bucks. My father was very, very eager to join the twentieth century. My mother was very happy being drawn back into the nineteenth. She was suspicious of modernity. She feared that eating salted butter could make her family sick. She knew that in zarasai when butter was spoiled, merchants added salt to cover up the rancid taste. My mother was hopelessly attached to the Old World.

Mildred Jaffeescrupulously religiousnever got used to life in Savannah. Immigrating to New York City turned out to have been the easy part. Leaving the cocoon of the Lower East Side and moving to Savannah may have contributed to Mildred Gordons undoing.

Although most people think of Charleston as the most Jewish of southern colonial cities, Savannah was just a few years behind, having established a synagogue, Mickve Israel, in 1735. By the time Mildred got to Savannah, Mickve Israel had become a Reformed temple, so goyish that Mildred wouldnt be caught dead there. The so-called Orthodox synagogue, Bnai Brithwith its Moorish architecture and stained-glass rose windows, no lessbore no resemblance to her wooden shul in zarasai. She attended but found little comfort or sociability there.

It didnt matter that she had traded the dirt streets, the outhouses, the lack of running water, and the long, freezing winters for a middle-class life in a white clapboard house on a pleasant, tree-lined street in Georgia. What mattered was that the Negro maid kept mixing up her milchig (dairy) and fleishig (meat) dishes. What mattered was that she missed the ghettoized Jewish life she had known in zarasai and on the Lower East Side.

Als mother had a lot of rules about what she would and would not tolerate. Morris, who was making good money, wanted to take driving lessons and buy a car, but Mildred wouldnt hear of it.
 
Perhaps my mother had a genuine fear that my father would not know how to handle this newfangled machine and that he would kill us all. Automobile accidents were frequent in the 1920s. Nobody knew what traffic was. My mother trusted horses and wagons, not Model T Fords. Horses had enough sense not to bump into one another. Maybe thats what it was.

Mildred Jaffee could never come to terms with the fact that her husbands job at Blumenthals department store required that he work on the Sabbath. Her fear of trayf* kept her and her family from accepting any dinner invitations, including those from her husbands boss, Mr. Blumenthal, even though the Blumenthals themselves kept kosher. Al cant remember any social life, either inside or outside of their home. If my mother would have given and attended parties, my parents could have become part of the southern Jewish semi-aristocracy, and Id be the scion of a very nice family in Savannah by now. As scrupulous as Als mother was about certain religious practices, Al doesnt think she qualified as an Orthodox Jew. She didnt shave her head, but Litvak women did not always shave their heads. Sheitels were expensive, and many women might have preferred to wear a scarf. In other respects Mildred was clearly a nonconformist. If she was totally religious, we would have had to wear yarmulkes when we ate, and we didnt; we only wore them in shul. She walked long distances on the Sabbath, when only short distances were permitted. In all matters religious and secular, my mother did as she pleased.

That her husband loathed the very rabbis that Mildred Jaffee revered had to have been the greatest source of conflict in the Jaffee household. Als father would go into protracted and frequent rants against them. They get free room and board. Theyre supported in luxury. Theyre a bunch of monkeys and freeloaders. I have no respect for any of these thieves.

For all my mothers religious beliefs, Al remembers, we were all born in a Catholic hospital, Saint Something or Other. My father says the nuns so respected her wishes that they covered up the crucifixes in her room and helped her to light candles on Friday night.

Our travels were no less eccentric. On the steamship to Hamburg, she demanded of the captain, Stop this boat, its sundown. There she was, with a lace doily on her head, trying to light the Sabbath candles in a dinky stateroom on a ship that was rolling from side to side in the middle of the Atlantic. It was madness.



THE MADNESS ONLY INCREASED on the next leg of their journey, the train trip from Hamburg to Berlin and then from Berlin to Memel. Fifteen minutes before the train was to arrive in Berlin, where they were to connect with the train to Memel, the conductor passed by Mildred Jaffee and her brood to encourage her to get them ready to leave the train.

Shh, I have sleeping children, Al remembers his mother saying. Do you expect me to wake up my children because of your timetable? When my children wake up, well get off the train.

I was apoplectic. I pled with her. Mom, you gotta get off, but she let my brothers sleep until the train stopped. Then she turned to the conductor and told him that he couldnt start the train until she dressed her children and got them off. The conductor was going crazy. I didnt know whether to get off the train or to wait with her. My mother insisted on her way. She was very strong. She was never terrified. She terrified others. She had no sense of embarrassment about demanding what she wanted.
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In addition to the many pieces of luggage that traveling with four small children required, Mildred Jaffee brought with her on this difficult and long journey four small Torahs* and a cardboard satchel filled with jars of homemade jam. En route from Berlin to Memel, the satchel fell from the overhead rack and broke, spilling shards of glass and gooey jam.

My mother didnt cry over spilt jam. We just threw it out the window, as we did with the dirty diapers. Why Mildred Jaffee was bringing jam to zarasai, a place where she knew all kinds of fruits and berries grew in abundance, is a coals-to-Newcastle mystery, matched only by her insistence upon shlepping the Torahs, one for each of her children, to zarasai, where, as Al puts it, they already had enough Torahs, even for the gentiles.

If you were to see some naked guy sitting on top of a mountain somewhere in India, with pins stuck into his body, how would you know whether the guy was nuts or religious? My mother was both.

Like many mothers living in America in the 1920s and beyond, Mildred Jaffee believed that castor oil was the dose of choice for growing children, but she believed it with a vengeance. We had to get our daily castor oil. She would line up the three of us, Harry, Bernard, and menot David, the baby. Bernard was only about one and a half, but he could stand, so he qualified. One day I said to her, Im never taking any more castor oil. You can kill me. The next time we were lined up, she turned out the lights and said, If you dont take your castor oil, youre going to have to face the witch thats in the closet.

There is no witch in the closet, and Im not taking the castor oil, Al shot back. But there was a witch in the closet. Als mother had gone to the maniacal trouble of fabricating a life-sized witch, dressed in black, wearing a hideous, snaggletoothed Halloween mask. She opened the door and shined a light on the witch, and I took the castor oil. The adult Al thinks of this incident as the original bathroom experience, the first of many scatological episodes that would influence his comic art to such a degree that he would become known as MADs cocky-doody artist. Theres an awful lot of cocky-doody in my life, starting with my mothers castor oil campaigns down the alimentary canal and ending in the outhouses of zarasai. Its been sort of embarrassing until recently, when I read a glowing review of a new book about how the world is threatened by rising levels of excreta that make global warming innocuous by comparison. So maybe I was a visionary after all.

But for all her eccentricities, Mildred Jaffee was not the immigrant, stay-at-home babushka one might imaginecertainly not in Als eyes. It seemed to me she was a normal mother. She had a treasured sealskin coat. She wore the fashionable chapeaus of the time. We did normal things in Savannah: we ate watermelon, salted peanuts, and Cracker Jacks. We bought ice cream from the ice-cream truck. Al remembers going to the movies with his parents. Everyone was crazy about Chaplin except me. Al was frightened by Chaplins comic violence. When Charlie bopped someone over the head with his cane, a terrified Al yelled, Get me out of here! I ruined all their movies.
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I knew there was humor in my mother. She was a wonderful storyteller. When she was in a good frame of mind, she could be very tender and affectionate, at least verbally. She would use English superlatives. Oh, my dearest darlings, what have we done today? But he doesnt remember hugs or kisses. Having four children in six years will tax anyone.
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She read to us. She taught us the Ten Commandments and lessons about right and wrong. She told us never to laugh at people who are crippled and to feel sorry for the poor.

She was smaller than my father, and trim. I thought she was beautiful. She was like a star. All the photos I have of her show her with her brunette hair falling down to her waist. Her hair was her glory. She braided it when she went out. Later, she sold her hair in zarasai to get money.

Als mother loved to sing. One might expect that Mildred Jaffee would soothe herself with liturgical melodies or folk songs from zarasai, but in fact her favorite was a popular, romantic American tune, When I Get You Alone Tonight.


All of my life they told me Im wrong,

I thought they were right, but then you came along,

I finally believe, and now I can see,

I was right all along, and it brought you to me.



To this day, the melody runs through my mind, says Al, like Citizen Kanes Rosebud.

Other than zarasaiand subsequently, and in short order, four sonsMildred and Morris Jaffee seemed to have little in common, yet Al believes that his father was madly in love with his mother. He vividly recounts two fragments of memory. Al was about three years old, seated on the kitchen table, naked, drinking a glass of milk. His parents were talking and laughing. I sensed that they were having a laugh about my genitals. It pleased me to see them both happy. At another time, he caught a glimpse of his mother bent over the bathtub, scrubbing his fathers back. I dont remember much else about them being happy together. Mostly what Al remembers is a house wracked by constant, loud arguing, in English, and mostly about religion.

My mother got my father to do what she wanted, and when he didnt, he caught hell. Her mishegoss with religion was something he was not going to be able to penetrate or prevent. If he was going to have any kind of peace in the house, he would have to go along as much as he could. The reason I could be found wandering all over town might have been because I didnt find it too pleasant being home.

If Morris Jaffee did everything he could to avoid conflict with his wife, Al seemed hell-bent on doing everything he could to invite it from his mother. As a child Al was, by his own description, an adventurous troublemaker. I got attention by being mischievous. It was my way of being creative, of being noticed. I was the apple of my mothers eye until the other kids started coming. Then I wondered, What the hells going on here? I figured nobody gave a damn what I did, so I went out and did crazy things.
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I was having a great time being the terror of the neighborhood. I was out playing, making trouble for myself and others. I didnt have a bike or skates. I was perfectly happy with a stick or a rockanything I could lay my hands on. I was curious. I did all kinds of idiotic things like throwing various objects out of windows to see if they would bounce. I knocked out my front teeth trying to fly from the roof of my house to a neighboring palm tree.

The Jaffees lived in four different rented houses in Savannah. The move from the second house, on East Thirty-ninth Street, to the third, on the second floor of a two-family antebellum house on West Gaston Street, near Forsyth Park, was Als doing. My mother was extremely modest. Once, when she was nursing one of my brothers in the bedroom, she posted me on guard duty at the head of the stairs with instructions not to let anybody in. Als mother undoubtedly intended Al to protect her privacy by politely turning away any visitors, but when the landlords representative came to collect the rent, Al, ever the confrontational overachiever, told her, You cant see my mother. If you come up here, Im going to kick you down the stairs. In response, the landlord kicked out the Jaffees. I was about five years old, still in my American tough-guy mode, says Al. That would change the first day he set foot in zarasai.

When Al was hardly more than a toddler in Savannah, his playtime frequently concluded with the wail of a siren. While walking in the park one day with Harry, Al spotted a pile of burning leaves. Harry and I got into a discussion about whether or not the fire was hot. I dont know what devilish impulse got into me, but I talked Harry into finding out by sticking his hand in the bonfire. That didnt make me too popular at home.

He lit a fire in an abandoned store across from a fire station because he had promised his little friends they could see the fire engines come out. So I got them all into the store and set a bunch of papers on fire. We all sat there with the fire and smoke billowing all around us, and of course the fire engines came out. My father got called at Blumenthals. He had to come home from work and contend with the neighbors. Something like that happened once or twice a week. Im probably one of the reasons he eventually lost his job. If it wasnt my mother calling him, making some unreasonable, hysterical demand, it was me. In spite of his tenuous hold on his job, on Saturdays Morris Jaffee would give Al and Harry free run of Blumenthals third-floor toy department. That must have been a big bone of contention with my mother. How she allowed us to go there on the Jewish Sabbath I dont know. Maybe her excuse was that we were underaged for committing sins. Morris would send James, the stores handyman, to pick up Al and Harry and ride them back to Blumenthals on the handlebars of his bike. James wore a fedora hat. In retrospect it seems impossible that two little boys could ride on his handlebars at the same time, but we did.

My father would take us up to the toy department and leave us there. We ran amok. After wed wrecked half the toys, wed examine them and then go home and figure out how to make them even more interesting. Later, in Lithuania, we built toys out of scrap wood that dazzled all the shtetl kids.

Trips to Blumenthals sometimes meant a chance to see the man who pulled taffy. He sat in the store window facing out onto the main street, churning and pulling, attracting passersby into the store. I remember my father bringing me there to watch him do his shtick. But as often as not, when I ran to the window, the taffy man wasnt there. My father took the time to explain to me that the taffy man was very nice but that he was an alcoholic. That meant that hed go on what my father called binges, alternating two weeks of working with two weeks of drinking. Of course, he must have been profitable to the store in spite of the binges. Still, the fact that we were living in the uptight Bible Belt and that my father wasnt judgmental, didnt discriminate against this man or punish him in any way, and instead showed him generosity and understanding, impressed me. Of course, I wasnt analyzing it then the way I am now, but I remember being filled with the warm, proud feeling that my father was good.
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His mothers temperament was volatile and often punitive. She didnt take a belt or a stick to me, but she would smack me hard. My brother Harry says he couldnt stand seeing how much she beat up on me, but I thought it was part of our relationship. She gave me instructions about what she wanted me to do, and I either disobeyed or got carried away by my fantasies and forgot. I did things wrong and she hit me. At the time it seemed like a reasonable quid pro quo. After all, she had a lot on her platefour kids under the age of six. To keep this menagerie together would drive any woman crazy.

By contrast, Harry was obedient and demure. He was very needymuch more than I was. He would hug her around the knees. Id sass her. Id stick my tongue out at her, and shed slap me across the face.

I cant control you, shed complain. Youre a wild Indian. Its a title Al relishes to this day, because it confirms both his bona fides as a bad boy and his mothers reluctant affection, and perhaps even respect, for his defiance.

Al sees his cartoon career as beginning in Savannah, where he was drawing recognizable cartoon characters, while other five-year-olds could barely make stick figures. Any white wall was fair game. It never occurred to me that anybody treasured white walls. I filled all the margins of books with my little cartoons, too. I remember getting a pretty sound beating for doing that to some of my mothers religious booksMaggie and Jig-gs meets Genesis.
 
The creative impulse must have been in me all my life. Being destructive is being creative, Al insists. After all, geniuses create atomic bombs. Wanting to see how fire trucks come out of firehouses is, I think, a pretty creative impulse. When I get these crazy ideas now, I control them, but when I was a kid, I put them into practice.
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Actually, Al doesnt control them. He puts them into cartoons. He tries to be serioushe thinks of himself as a very serious person, a brooder, evenbut he can never completely black out the animated antics of the bad kid who is perpetually acting out in his head. In fact, when hes working in his studio, hell get up from his drawing table and act out the cartoon frame by frame. If anybody ever saw me, theyd think I was crazy. Long before the concept of the inner child was even a glimmer in pop psychologys eye, Al Jaffee was in constant touch with his.

For the first six years of his life, when Al was in Savannah, he could rely on his playful and indulgent father to provide him with affection, attention, and special treats. Father was fun. He took me and Harry places. He was old European in that he didnt kiss us, but he picked us up and carried us and took us for walks in the park. It was on one of these walks in Forsyth Park, amidst a profusion of pink azaleas, palm trees, and live oaks swagged in Spanish moss, that Als father took him to meet the man who would be Als first superhero, whom his father named Fartman. Hardly a high-concept character, Fartman was a fat, uninhibited man in a straw hat who sat on a bench near the gloriously ornate two-tiered fountain, a replica of the one in the Place de la Concorde in Paris, and demonstrated to interested passersby how to fart at will. He would challenge me to do it. Then hed rip off another one. My father would laugh hysterically; my father was very loose about bodily functions. Wed go to the park often, and Fartman would perform.
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My father was always taking us places. He once took us to an airfield where they had a barnstorming show. There was no fence, so you couldnt charge admission, but they must have made a few bucks taking people up for rides. We wandered around, looking at the planes. My father had us both by the handmaybe we were walking homeand we heard this roaring noise. My father looked back and there was a plane coming in to land. My father threw us both to the ground and lay down on top of us, with both arms around us. The plane came right over us and touched down a hundred feet away. We werent really in danger, but it was scary as hell. My father was more shaken up than anybody.

One of Als favorite destinations was an amusement park on the Isle of Hope on the Skidaway River, a seven-mile train ride from Savannah. I thought it was one word, Ilahope. My father took us on ridesnothing dangerous like the Loop-the-Loop, but I know we went on a merry-go-round. I remember my father standing next to me when I was on the horse and then next to Harry while I waited. It was a beautiful outing. There was plenty of popcorn and hot dogs. We wouldnt let my father take us home until he got us a hot dog. He made us promise that we would not tell our mother what we had to eat, but I couldnt control myself. Im not supposed to tell you I had a hot dog, Id tell my mother. I covered all bases. My father used to curse me out for years afterward. The minute we got home, you couldnt wait to tell her you had a hot dog. He was feeding pig to her kosher children. I may have had some guilt about her eventually leaving my father; I dont know.

Why did she do it? Al will try to answer that question for the rest of his life. Taking four little kids back to Lithuania with no schedule for bringing them back to their home in America is cuckoo. But if you give her the benefit of the doubt, perhaps she had some plausible reason for wanting to get away. First she got traumatized going to Savannah. Then she got traumatized having a baby every year and a half. In leaving Savannah, she was not only leaving a world she didnt fit into, but maybe she was also escaping the projection of what her life was going to be like if she kept having babies. Ironically, my father was bitterly critical of his own father for the endless pregnancies that prematurely killed his beloved mother. I think theres a tie there. The way things were going, perhaps my mother thought that would be her own fate.
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If religion is anything, its expedient. You cant have an abortion, you cant use contraception, and you cant deny your husband his conjugal rightstheyre probably all sins in the Bible. I can identify with her wanting to get away from constantly being pregnant. If I were that woman, Id be in East Timor, or as far away from my husband as I could get.

At the end of every working day, Al could be found at the front door, waiting to greet his father with a big hug. Morris would bring the newspaper home and read the comics to Al and Harry. But the best day of Als week was Sunday; that was when a weeks worth of brief evenings with the funnies would crescendo into a full day of cartoon fun. First their dad would narrate the funnies, pointing to each panel of Bringing Up Father, or The Katzenjammer Kids, exploding the balloons above each cartoon characters head into meaning and laughter. But what enthralled Al even more was his fathers ability to draw each character perfectly.

Morris Jaffee had a small but spellbinding talent. He was not a creative artist, but he could make exact copies of almost anything. He seems to have passed his artistic talents to his two older sons and his specific aptitude for replication to Harry. Harry was very bright and talented. Even as a little boy he could draw everything I could draw. Sprawled belly-down on the floor in the parlor with my father, drawing cartoons all day Sundayyou couldnt beat that. My father would take a piece of paper and put it alongside one of the cartoon characters. He would lean forward and meticulously copy them allMaggie, Jiggs, and Boob McNutt. I was mesmerized, absolutely mesmerized. The magic of cartooning was overwhelming to me. I fell in love. It was magic. It was absolute magic. I drove my father crazy, asking him to draw those characters over and over again.

My father copied all the cartoons with a massive orange Parker fountain pen. You could get a hernia lifting it. Its still being sold today as a classic. He must have gotten it as a gift from Mr. Blumen-thal, the way a big executive or a rich bar mitzvah kid would get a Rolex today. It was the Rolls-Royce of writing instruments. Al would plead with his fatherLet me make magic with itbut his father constantly put him off. No, no. When youre older. And Id plead some more. Why cant I try it now? I want to make pictures like youre making. He kept pushing me away with one excuse after another. Youre too young for such a delicate instrument. Theres ink in it. The ink will run out. Someday youll inherit it. But I never gave up. I pestered him to death about it.
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AL DOESNT REMEMBER precisely when his mother took him and his three brothers to Zarasai, only that he was six years old. He recalls something about being shlepped on a very hot, steamy, southern day on some public conveyance to have our pictures taken, probably to get a passport. What he does remember emphatically was that he did not want to leave Savannah. I was in a semi-hysterical state. I know I carried on, alternately crying and yelling at my father, asking him questions I cannot answer to this day. Why are you letting her take us? Why are we leaving? Why are you sending us away? Why arent you coming with us?
 
He probably tried to reassure us. He must have picked us up individually and hugged us good-bye. Dont worry, he said. Everything will be fine. Your mother is coming back in a short while. But what does a short while mean to a six-year-old boy? I was livid with rage.

Al could not have known that this visit to a place called zarasai would separate him for years from his happy, ritualized 1920s American childhood, the comfort of his home, and the protection of his father. What he did know was that he couldnt imagine life without the funnies. As he said good-bye to his father, Al managed to impress him with a single, desperate plea: no matter what, he must not miss the installments.  If you dont send us the comics, I will never speak to you again, I wont love you again, Ill never talk to you again. All my carrying-on must have broken his heart. He didnt want us to go either.

Nevertheless, they left. And in spite of his anger and sorrow, Als sense of adventure reasserted itself. I was a free spirit on the boat. I dont even think Harry trailed around with me. I knew every part of that steamship. I went down to the engine room on my own. I went on deck. I sat on deck chairs next to people and chatted them up. I stuck my nose into everything. He was missing so often that search parties were sent out to find him. One day, when I was killing time, shpatziring* the ship, I walked past a deck chair on which an older gentleman was resting. There was a book underneath the chair, and on top of the book lay an orange Parker pen. I think I circled the deck five times, trying to figure out how to get my hands on that thing. Eventually I determined from the funny noises he was making that the man was fast asleep. I got down on my knees, grabbed the pen, and took off.

I guess I must
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