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			On January 23, 2003, a black sedan pulled out of Paramount Pictures’ historic sixty-five-acre lot at the southern edge of Hollywood and eased into the clogged traffic, heading toward Los Angeles International Airport.

			For the security guards who manned the studio’s Melrose Avenue gate, this was nothing new: taxis and limousines went back and forth dozens of times each hour, ferrying everyone who was anyone, from Tom Cruise to Mel Gibson to Angelina Jolie. The guards knew them well, and all their follies and foibles. Some were liked, some loathed; few were as revered as the woman sitting inside the car now, her blue eyes brilliant against her raven hair.

			At fifty-eight years old, Sherry Lansing was Hollywood royalty. Tall and elegant in one of her trademark Armani suits, she had been chairman of Paramount’s movie division since 1992 and had ruled it with an iron fist hidden inside the most velvet of gloves. With her regal presence and commanding five-foot-ten frame, she would have intimidated the guards if not for her palpable warmth; she liked to be liked, needed it even, and unsheathed the steel within only when absolutely necessary.

			For a quarter century she had reigned as the most powerful woman in film, overseeing two separate studios at different stages of her career and producing such high-profile pictures as Fatal Attraction and Indecent Proposal in between. She had weathered hits and misses, victories and defeats, enemies who masqueraded as friends, and friends who might as well have been enemies. She was as much a part of the entertainment landscape as the Hollywood sign, one of a rare breed of executives known by their first names alone. To almost everybody, she was simply Sherry.

			
			In her present role, she oversaw a billion dollars in annual production and marketing expenses, and was responsible for green-lighting hundreds of movies, from Mission: Impossible to Saving Private Ryan to Forrest Gump. Some of these had become part of the cultural lexicon; others, less widely seen, had nonetheless filled Paramount’s coffers, thanks to shrewd deals Lansing had hammered out with her business partner, Jonathan Dolgen, the blunt executive who played bad cop to her good, yin to her yang. Both were careful not to repeat the errors of the past, most famously those of 20th Century Fox, whose bloated 1963 epic Cleopatra had left the studio so broke it was forced to sell off much of its land, allowing developers to swoop in and create the labyrinthine office complex now known as Century City.

			Lansing’s unusual ability to pick winners and avoid too many losers had given Paramount a unique stability in a town where there was next to none, where writers, directors, producers and stars lived in dread that today’s success was merely a prelude to tomorrow’s failure. And that stability benefited not just the names that lit up the screen but also the thousands of workers, from secretaries to screenwriters, from accountants to attorneys, all linked in a golden chain leading to Lansing herself.

			Because of this, she was rarely plagued by the fears that ravaged her peers, who at any moment could be toppled from their posts, losing assistants, expense accounts, fine tables at finer restaurants, trips on the corporate jet, seven-figure bonuses and above all the deference that was de rigueur in this most feudal of ecosystems, where everyone knew his place, where rich was rich and poor was poor and ne’er the twain did meet. Wealthy beyond her dreams thanks to a clever deal that had brought her millions of dollars when Paramount was sold to Viacom in 1994, she floated in a zone of her own, thirty thousand feet above the turbulence that buffeted almost everyone beneath her.

			—

			
			That, at least, was in normal circumstances. But over the past year, what had begun as a faint notion had gathered steam: that she would turn her back on Hollywood altogether.

			At various moments in her long and storied career, she had contemplated weaning herself from the industry that had fed her. In her younger and less burdened days she had peeled herself free for weeks, voyaging down the Amazon, trekking across India and even living with the Maasai and Samburu tribes in rural Kenya. During those trips she had treasured life away from the rapacious rituals of Hollywood, but each time she had returned, ready to lock horns again.

			Lately, however, the urge to escape had become overwhelming. Just three years earlier, she had declined to renew her contract, at a potential cost of millions in salary and bonuses, until her lawyer dissuaded her, promising there was nothing she could sign that he could not get her out of.

			The past two years had been particularly taxing. Movies for which she cared passionately had stumbled at the box office—even one of her favorites, K-19: The Widowmaker, a rare Hollywood action-adventure film directed by a woman, Kathryn Bigelow. Others had succeeded almost in spite of themselves, such as Lara Croft: Tomb Raider, the picture that made Jolie a household name, whose troubled shoot proceeded amid allegations of drug use and sexual harassment, hardly the stuff to make Lansing proud.

			Nor were most star vehicles any easier. Edward Norton, whose career she had helped launch with 1996’s Primal Fear, had given her endless grief, turning down roles for years even though he owed Paramount two pictures according to his original deal. When Lansing tried to book him for The Italian Job, and again he declined, she had enough. She threatened to sue; he threatened to countersue; and even when Norton caved, he made his irritation clear, hiring an assistant to videotape his every move on set, as if defying Paramount to find him remiss.

			Once this would have been water off Lansing’s back. But she was drained by the petty squabbles and endless aggravation, the oversize egos and childish demands. She longed to get out.

			—

			
			In the years since she had arrived in Los Angeles, she had seen the business break free from the wreckage of the factory system, when a handful of studios controlled every aspect of filmmaking, holding thousands of workers in their thrall. She had lived through the golden age of the 1970s, as America emerged from the shadow of Vietnam, and masterworks such as The Godfather, Chinatown and Network poured forth. And she had endured all the way to the present, when giant corporations held sway over these once-proud islands of independence, now look-alikes that churned out superheroes and special-effects films far removed from the human dramas she so adored.

			She had come of age at a time when women were relegated to being secretaries or starlets, when breasts were fondled, bottoms pinched, and the casting couch was just another station of the cross for any young woman aspiring to be a star. She had carved a path for women who sought to break the shackles of the Eisenhower era and penetrate the studio citadels, never thinking she would end up running one herself. She had stamped her times through force of personality, molding herself to the world until the world was ready to mold itself to her.

			“There’ve been those that have tested her,” said her Fatal Attraction star Michael Douglas, “and if Sherry had to get tough, she’d get tough. ‘You want to go eyeball to eyeball? You want to go that route? Fine. I’m from Chicago.’ ”

			She had rocketed to power and held on to it with a firm grip, helped by the fact that the more power she got, the less she seemed to crave it. She made her bosses feel safe and her subordinates safer. She was, as one of her colleagues put it, “the best no in town,” able to turn down projects day in, day out, dozens of times a week, hundreds each year—a crucial part of any studio chief’s job—while making even those she rejected feel good.

			“More times than I care to admit,” said producer and former studio head Robert Evans, “while walking over to her presidential suite, I promised myself, ‘This time [she] ain’t going to seduce me,’ and more times than I care to admit I walked out of the meeting feeling better at getting a no from her than a yes from anyone else.”

			
			She was part of a dazzling generation of women, bound together by their gender but separated by their distinct personalities, who had arrived in Hollywood within the span of a few years and assailed the boys’ club they found there. They included the brassy Dawn Steel, who rose to become president of Columbia Pictures before Hollywood shut its gates on her, forcing her into the netherworld of independent production; Laura Ziskin, the erudite producer of the Spider-Man series, who had tried and failed as an executive before launching one of Hollywood’s most successful franchises; and Lucy Fisher, the Harvard grad whom Jack Nicholson called “the sweetest, smartest girl in class,” but who lacked the drive to take the bullet train to the top. These women were impressive by any standard, yet none had Lansing’s particular blend of artistry and authority, of people skills and commercial savvy.

			But now her passion was fading. She knew that life was not about a beginning and a middle and an end, but rather about constant beginnings and middles and ends, and she was ready to begin the cycle again.

			A plan had begun to take shape in her mind: to create a new life when she turned sixty. All she needed was guidance. And so, without telling even her closest friends, she was traveling to Atlanta on a stealth mission to meet a statesman who had reinvented his life, in the hope he could help her reinvent her own.

			—

			For four and a half hours she sat in silence as she flew across the country, struggling to control her nerves, attempting on occasion to dip into her bag of scripts and failing each time. It was evening when her plane touched down and a waiting car whisked her toward the shimmering lights of the city.

			As she drove through the half-lit streets, it struck her how different this world was from the one of her youth. A vital spirit seemed to pervade the place even on a bitingly cold night like this. Young interracial couples wove through the sidewalks hand in hand, something that would have been inconceivable when she was their age. She had grown up in a Chicago breaking free of the Depression and World War II, where segregation was a given and a doorman had once tried to bar her from entering a club because her companion was black. She had fought that fight and won, just as she would win so many others. But she no longer had the stomach for fighting, at least not the countless petty fights that made up her life in Los Angeles.

			
			Here she was free from the numerous obligations she knew back home. There, call would follow call, dozens upon dozens each day, as her assistant “rolled” them, keeping one caller on hold while Lansing wrapped up with the other. No matter who phoned or when, she would call back within hours. That was her mantra: clear the decks, wipe the slate clean, never let anything linger from the past that could snap up and bite her in the future.

			In Atlanta there was no office and no secretary—no laptop, not even a cell phone. She was curiously old-fashioned like that. For a woman who operated in such a cutting-edge business, she rarely bothered with emails and texts, because a call was better than both. Hollywood might be a multibillion-dollar industry, but it was an industry driven by personal relationships, and no one understood them better than Lansing.

			After checking into her hotel, she went quickly to her room. By seven the next morning she was up and showered, and after a turn on the treadmill and a bran muffin for breakfast, she set on her way.

			As her taxi drove east, through the narrow streets that took her just a few hundred yards from the tiny Ebenezer Baptist Church where Martin Luther King Jr., a hero of her youth, had made his mark, she thought of his impact and wondered about her own. The lives of executives were ephemeral, their power transient; at best all she could hope for was the legacy of her films.

			For ten minutes she sat in silence, toying with a single white card on which her schedule was typed out. Most days, many meetings would be noted here, but now there was only one, and it was all she thought about as her car slowed to a stop.

			
			She waited in the lobby of the main building until an assistant came to greet her. The woman led her down a long hallway and into a plain office where a silver-haired man stood with his back toward her, gazing out the window at the rolling hills. He turned, and his soft blue eyes fell on her, and whatever anxiety she had been feeling melted away.

			“I’m so happy to meet you, Sherry,” said President Carter. “Let’s sit down and talk.”
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			Six decades before Lansing’s trip to Atlanta, a much younger woman set out on a voyage of her own.

			The year was 1938, the place Mainz, Germany, and fear was in the air. It was in the shops, few of which would remain in Jewish hands for long. It was in the classrooms, where Jewish admissions had been severely curtailed, pushing hundreds of boys and girls into the city’s synagogue schools. It was in the cinemas, where Jews had to sit through Nazi propaganda newsreels—most recently one about Hitler’s visit to Rome—on the same program as musical comedies including Pigskin Parade and Born to Dance, two of the later Hollywood pictures to trickle through Mainz’s theaters before the war.

			Since the National Socialists’ seizure of power in 1933, barely a month had gone by without their tightening the knot on the twenty-six hundred Jews in the city, a Jewish enclave since the tenth century and a center of learning ever since its most famous son, Johannes Gutenberg, had invented the printing press. Oppression was racing so fast that few could keep up. In one public school, before the Jews were forced out altogether, the students had elected a Jewish girl to lead a Nazi parade, never imagining the consequences. Confusion, misery and uncertainty were all around, not least in the heart of a seventeen-year-old named Margot Heimann.

			Until the past few years, Margot had lived a life of relative ease thanks to the wealth of her parents, with whom she was housed in an apartment on the elegant Hindenburgstrasse, the tree-lined street that led straight to the domed Neue Synagogue, a vast edifice of marble and gold that was the center of communal life for Mainz’s Jews. She was warm, charming and exceptionally pretty. Her nickname was “Muschi,” meaning “kitty cat.”

			
			On Sabbath nights, when Jews thronged the streets on their way to temple, Margot would gaze down as they passed beneath her window, the men in stiff suits and starched collars, the women in long, modest dresses. Then she and her family would set out on the five-minute walk to the synagogue, where the women and children sat in the gallery, above a sea of stovepipe hats. A thousand members of the community would congregate here every Friday and would continue to do so until November 9, 1938—Kristallnacht—when the Nazis rampaged through the country, attacking anything and everything Jewish. That night, the synagogue would be leveled in an earsplitting explosion that shattered the neighbors’ windows.

			Sometimes the smell of matzo would waft from the Heimanns’ second-floor kitchen, not far from a white placard propped in a window, proclaiming F. HEIMANN—TABAKGROSSHANDEL (tobacco wholesaler), and Margot would race for the red currant jelly that her mother, Hilda, lathered on black bread.

			Fritz, her father, was a rigid man of fifty-five, bound up in a dark suit and forced to cope with his growing deafness as well as the vanishing income from his once-thriving business. Those who remembered him described him alternately as gruff and gregarious, in a salesman-like way; some liked him, none knew him well. He was a man of mystery, and secret upon secret piled up in his house, permeating its Persian rugs and mahogany tables. Nobody fully understood why he had left his native Impfingen years earlier; there were rumors of a minor scandal, though what it was people could not say. He had done well with his tobacco practice, though not as well as some of his family and friends who had factories of their own where tobacco was processed, packed into boxes of cigarettes or cigars, and shipped out by the thousand. Fritz had never achieved as much as his older brother Max, who had left Germany in the late nineteenth century and now owned a thriving clothing store in Chicago.

			
			One of Fritz’s secrets could be gleaned from a small black-and-white photograph that he kept in the apartment, which showed him arm in arm with a sweet young woman named Minna Rothschild, whom he had married while young, and who had died shortly after giving birth to their first child, Lora. Minna was twenty-seven years old when she left her thirty-five-year-old husband a widower with a baby girl, a single parent before the term had come into existence. With no other recourse, Fritz followed Jewish tradition and in 1920 took Minna’s younger sister, Hilda, as his bride. That year she gave birth to Margot.

			—

			Now Margot was leaving for America. After an agonizing wait, her visa had been approved, and if all went well she would soon join Lora, who had departed for Chicago the previous year.

			What must she have thought as she left the city of her birth? Did she ache for the friends she had known all her life, many destined to die? Did she fear for her parents, still waiting for their visas, and her grandmother Jette, later to be murdered in Theresienstadt? All this is unknown, as Margot never said a word—not of her departure, nor of Mainz, nor of her teenage life. She sealed it up deep inside, walling it off from all who knew her, and with it some part of herself.

			On May 17 she boarded the SS Washington and embarked on the eight-day crossing to New York.

			The ship was enormous and state-of-the-art, a 24,000-ton floating megalopolis that carried 1,100 passengers and 478 crew members, and dwarfed any of the boats Margot had seen on the Rhine. It had its own orchestra and was packed with travelers from around the world, according to others who made the voyage, their recollections vivid in interviews conducted by the USC Shoah Foundation.

			If Margot wanted to talk, she had to be careful. Spies could relay word of anything that was hostile to the Nazis. Danger was in the very air.

			On the morning of May 26, the ship’s horn blasted loud and clear, and its passengers hurried on deck, hundreds cheering, others in tears as the Statue of Liberty loomed before them and they beheld the New World, many for the first time.

			
			Following a cross-country train ride, Margot arrived in Chicago and was reunited with her beloved Lora.

			—

			It was hardly the most auspicious of times. Weeks earlier, a banner headline in the Chicago Tribune had touted the arrest of three German spies, and the hunt was on for other members of their ring. A serial killer had just been caught after bludgeoning his latest victim with a brick. But normal life was at last returning to the city after the Great Depression had cost half its residents their jobs and spawned a crime wave that fueled the city’s reputation as a mob magnet, and for Margot, all that mattered was that she was safe.

			As spring gave way to a stifling summer, hotter and stickier than any she had known, she found work as a seamstress and then switched to sales at the Marshall Field & Co. department store. She embraced her new environment and lost all but a trace of her German accent.

			Whatever fears she had about her parents ended in September, when they, too, arrived in America. Now the family was under one roof, at first with Max and then in a place of their own, as Fritz eked out a living going door-to-door selling ties.

			At nineteen, Margot became engaged, though nothing is known of her fiancé except his name, Alan Joseph. Their betrothal was announced in the Tribune, but like so many youthful romances, it fizzled, and Margot remained single until her early twenties, when she met a young man named David Duhl.

			David was Jewish, like her, a blue-eyed Chicagoan ten years her senior. He was warm and funny and so loving that Margot could almost become Muschi again with him. He liked ballet and classical music, and when he was not running his family’s residential hotel, he would play her excerpts from the operas that always moved him to tears. Everyone remembered his brilliance: he had started buying apartments in the poorer parts of the city as soon as Chicago broke free of the Depression, building on a tiny business left him by his father, and had made enough money to put his siblings through the University of Chicago. But he was an artist by nature, a businessman by necessity.

			
			On February 8, 1942, the couple married, and on July 31, 1944, Margot gave birth to a girl. Her name was Sherry Lee Duhl.

			—

			The baby was willful and would throw tantrums in her crib, but she and her father were inseparable. Each time someone came to the house, he would put his arm around her and say, “Isn’t she the most beautiful child you’ve ever seen?” As she grew older, he would take her into the yard of their South Side house and toss a ball back and forth, always patient, never bored. Playing ball with her father would become one of the girl’s fondest memories.

			On Saturdays, he would drive her to the Museum of Science and Industry. “It was a magical palace with a huge lagoon in the back,” she recalled. “The steps to the middle pavilion were the widest I’d ever seen, and inside was like something from Alice in Wonderland. There was a reproduction coal mine, and a cage where chicks hatched before my eyes, and a TV screen where I could watch myself, which felt like a miracle.”

			There was even an adult-size dollhouse resembling a fairy-tale castle, with the tiniest Bible in the world and a reproduction nickelodeon that played reruns of Charlie Chaplin and Harold Lloyd. It was here that Sherry Lee fell in love with film. Sitting at her father’s side, gazing at the screen in the dark, she laughed when he laughed and cried when he cried. “Watching my father, I saw the joy the movies gave him and experienced that joy myself,” she said.

			Their relationship continued unimpeded even after Margot gave birth to a second daughter, Judy, in 1949. Rather than be jealous, Sherry Lee took the baby in hand. For years, Judy would be her sister’s playmate, but it was David who was closest to her heart.

			“Listen,” he’d urge, tears running down his cheeks as Madama Butterfly crackled from his record player and he tried to explain the tale of a geisha abandoned by the man she loves. “He’s not coming back. Do you understand? He’s not coming back again.”

			—

			
			Six years after Sherry Lee’s birth, David felt short of breath. Concerned, Margot drove him to the local hospital, where a doctor told her he had bacterial endocarditis, an inflammation of the heart, likely caused by an earlier infection. He had been unwell as a child, and his mother had taken him to Texas, where they remained a year as he recuperated from rheumatic fever, which may have weakened his heart. What neither he nor Margot knew was that his illness was fatal.

			Much to his daughter’s confusion, David began to decline. His illness upset her. Why were all the other fathers so strong, when he was so weak? How come those other fathers ran around with their children, when he could barely move? She was embarrassed and ashamed, much to her later regret. Once, coming home, she saw him sitting on the ground, catching his breath, and was terrified her friends would recognize him. A storm of conflicting feelings welled up inside her: adoration for this man who meant everything to her and horror at his illness.

			Soon he could no longer go to work and had to run his business from a basement office. His breathing grew weaker, his skin pale, and eventually Margot set up a bed for him on the ground floor, because he could not manage the steep stairs alone. He clung to life, hoping against hope for a few more years. “I just want to stay alive long enough to be at my daughters’ weddings,” he told his wife.

			For months he slept in the living room. A breeze wafted through the open window and cooled him as winter gave way to a warm spring. Then on June 20, 1953, he died. He was forty-two years old.

			—

			Hours before her father’s death, Sherry Lee woke from a deep sleep, startled to see him pass through her room, heading toward the outside porch.

			“Dad!” she shouted. “Be quiet! You woke me up!”

			They were the last words she would remember saying to him, and for years they filled her with guilt—though her mother insisted she could never have said them, because David could not climb the stairs.

			
			The next day, oblivious to the anguished sounds, the muffled voices and ambulance sirens that had wailed through the night, Sherry Lee rose from bed, pushed aside her dolls and bounded downstairs. Strange—there were people here at this ungodly hour, all looking so sad when she was in a mood for fun. A woman whispered that her father was in the hospital, but he had been to the hospital many times before and Sherry Lee thought no more about it. Out she went into the street, her bicycle arcing from side to side. Then she turned around and spotted two Siamese cats staring from a window, and they filled her with dread. For the rest of her life she had a morbid aversion to cats.

			Hurrying back, she ran into the yard and climbed onto a swing, until she overheard her grandmother say: “What’s wrong with her? Doesn’t she care?”

			She slowed, jumped off the swing and ran inside, clambering up the stairs until she reached Margot in the bathroom with Lora, leaning over the tub, scrubbing and scrubbing at a ring of dirt.

			“Mother, why’s Grandma Yetta being so mean?” asked the girl.

			“Your father’s sick,” said Margot.

			“But he’ll come home soon, won’t he?”

			“No, sweetie,” said Margot. “He’s not coming home.”

			“I don’t understand,” said the girl.

			“Sweetie,” said Margot. “He’s dead.”

			The girl began to scream.

			“It’s not true! It’s not true!” she yelled.

			“Be good, Sherry Lee,” said Lora, “or the same thing will happen to your mother.”

			—

			Days later, overwhelmed with grief, Margot packed the eight-year-old off to Elgin, a town forty miles from Chicago, where Lora lived with her husband, Harold Seigle, and their two children in a house with a tennis court and a lawn that led down to a pond.

			
			The house dwarfed the girl, adding to her feeling of isolation, and Margot’s decision to keep three-year-old Judy at home while sending the older child away only compounded her pain. It was because she was bad, she believed. She had shouted at her father and therefore he had died. “Everything was my fault,” she reasoned. From now on, she told herself, she would never be bad again. She would be better than good: she would be perfect.

			Her cousin Marsha shared her dolls, but dolls meant nothing to the lost girl. Nor did the big cake with nine candles that Marsha’s family baked for her birthday, trying to make her feel as if she belonged. But she did not—not here, not anywhere, not now and perhaps not ever. “I was lonely,” she said. “I felt abandoned.”

			Weeks passed before Margot came to fetch her home and normal life resumed, or something bordering on the normal, because a new reality set in of long hours filled with anguish and nights haunted by recurrent dreams. In one, Sherry Lee would walk down a narrow hallway and slow as she beheld a cold slab with her father’s body. In another, fire would sweep through her home while she watched from the street, unable to do anything as the flames licked around her mother, who stood as still as the Statue of Liberty that had once beckoned her, with Judy in her arms. There were no therapists or fairy godmothers to take the young girl by the hand and assure her none of this was her fault—that life and death, her father’s or anyone else’s, were not hers to control.

			At temple on Mother’s Day, Sherry Lee sat frozen beside Margot as the rabbi delivered a muddled but terrifying sermon about a badly behaved girl whose parents gave her a dollhouse for her birthday. “Every time you’re bad, we’ll drill a hole in it,” the girl was told. But she did not change and the parents kept drilling their holes until there was nothing left of the dollhouse, when the mother dropped dead from disappointment. Only then did the girl repent, throwing herself on her mother’s grave, screaming, “Mommy! I’m so sorry.”

			“Too late,” the rabbi intoned. “And I say to you, girls, be good to your mothers. Do whatever they ask.”

			
			“See?” said Margot, poking her daughter in the ribs.

			Nor did the young girl get any closure with David’s funeral. The rabbi warned that it would be too traumatic for her to attend. And so she never saw her father’s dead body, and instead, in an extraordinary leap of imagination, she came to believe he was alive and had simply abandoned her for a better child. Desperate to find him, she peered into neighboring houses and through restaurant doors, and craned to see inside the home of a hermit she had once glimpsed down the street as he peeked from behind his curtains. She gazed through shop windows and stared into abandoned lots, longing to discover her father, though of course she never did. And each time she drove with her mother she strained to see the passengers in the passing cars, hidden from her by the reflections in the windows, always searching, searching, for the father she never could find.

			—

			Margot was thirty-two years old, still so very young and struggling to survive. She had lost her country, many of her family members and friends, and now her husband.

			One evening, shortly after David’s death, there was a knock at her door and two of his employees appeared in fedoras and dark suits. They shook her hand, and Margot ushered them into the basement office while Sherry Lee snuck downstairs and hid behind the door. After giving their condolences, the men got to the point.

			“We don’t want you to worry, Mrs. Duhl,” one said. “You won’t have to trouble yourself about a thing. We’ll take over the business.”

			“No, you won’t,” Margot shot back. “You’ll teach me how to run it myself.”

			Surprised, the men took their leave and Sherry Lee scurried away, only to creep back down when they had gone. She found her mother in tears.

			“Mom, what is it?” she asked.

			“It’s nothing, sweetie,” said her mother. “Just dust.”

			—

			
			Margot immersed herself in her husband’s work, learning about the tenants, the buildings, the law—each and every stitch in the thick tapestry of David’s professional life. Much had been hidden from her, just as it was from so many wives of her generation. Locked away in the basement, deep into night, she pored over the ledgers, determined to succeed.

			“Watching my mother had a profound effect on me,” said her daughter. “She was my first role model. She took over my father’s business and refused to be a victim.”

			No matter how tempting it was to turn to David’s employees, Margot soldiered on alone, and if she had to visit one of her properties, she would bundle the girls in the car, driving to the poorest parts of the South Side, where she would encounter other women whose troubles often seemed worse than her own, though she was heartbroken when a resident manager ran off with the rent.

			“She loved this woman who betrayed her,” said Lansing. “But when the woman wrote and begged for forgiveness, my mother forgave her. Her dignity had been taken from her in Germany, and she didn’t want to take anyone else’s dignity away here.”

			Margot encouraged her daughters to help others, even if it meant spending hours outside a local grocery store, holding out a can to passers-by and soliciting funds for Hull House, a neighborhood community center that provided social services for the needy. Sherry Lee raised so much money that the local paper ran a photo of her—all of which deepened the bond between mother and daughter, even as the pressures on each one tugged them apart.

			“Our relationship was complicated,” said Lansing. “I never doubted her love, but she couldn’t express it. She couldn’t say ‘I love you’ and she couldn’t hug me. She never told me I was attractive or intelligent, but she demonstrated her love. One night when she was dressed up for a party and I was sick, she said, ‘I’m not going. I would never leave you.’ ” 

			She struggled to understand her mother’s contradictions: how her passion for life could co-exist with her deep anxiety, how her innate optimism could live in tandem with a learned pessimism. “She used to say over and over again, ‘Sing before breakfast, cry before dinner,’ ” said Lansing. “That’s just the way she was raised.”

			
			Once, when Sherry Lee was distraught at having no father to join her in a three-legged race, Margot insisted on racing with her, though the race was intended for fathers and daughters alone. She bound her daughter’s leg to her own, and they tore across the field and won. “I felt she could do anything,” said Lansing, “and that meant a woman could do anything, too.”

			—

			One summer evening, Sherry Lee was playing outdoors when an air-blue Cadillac pulled into her driveway, its horn tinkling like the Good Humor van.

			Sherry Lee hopped and skipped toward the house, praying that one of her mother’s many suitors had returned—the men who would court her, bestowing gifts on her daughters, only to vanish once it became clear she would never be theirs—then bounded into the living room and stopped in her tracks. A stranger was sitting there, immaculate in his sharp suit, with monogrammed cuffs and polished black shoes. He dangled a scotch in one hand, a cigarette in the other.

			“Sherry, this is Mr. Norton Lansing,” said her mother, flushed.

			The man raised his dark eyes to the girl.

			“Hello, Sherry,” he said, without moving.

			The girl shrank back. Why didn’t he behave like the others? Why didn’t he tease her or joke around? He was tough and radiated power, and she knew she must never cross him.

			Over the following months, Margot began to see Norton more. He was forty-five years old, Chicago born and bred, a salesman and furniture maker. But this wasn’t any furniture: he sold only top-of-the-line products, including a reclining chair his company had invented called a Stratolounger; and he had two clients, but they were the giants Sears, Roebuck and Montgomery Ward. His wife had recently died, following an allergic reaction to anesthesia during an otherwise routine operation. He had few friends, and the ones he had were as disposable as his cigarettes. He disliked most people and only had eyes for Margot. He was David’s antithesis, which made perfect sense: Margot had married an artist and he had died; this time she would marry a rock.

			—

			
			In January 1956, the couple wed in their rabbi’s study. Margot was thirty-five, Norton ten years older. The children were not invited.

			Richard, nine, and Andrea, sixteen—both from Norton’s first marriage—moved into Margot’s house as the families merged into one and Margot sold off her properties, never to work again because a working woman was one who had failed. She came from the Old World, not the New; the professional life was for a husband, not his wife. The woman who had stamped the importance of work on her children now turned her back on it altogether.

			Little by little, all traces of David disappeared. The ledgers, vinyl records, clothes and photographs were given away until there was no sign he had ever lived in the house. Sherry Lee had to go to her grandmother Yetta’s to look at a photo of him on her piano. She was not even allowed to mention his name in front of Norton, nor was she permitted to attend Yom Kippur services in his honor because that would have hurt Norton’s feelings—though she went, no matter what she was told.

			“My father was very narcissistic, very charismatic,” said Andrea. “He was very self-centered, very handsome, very good in business. Was he tough? Yes. He was not a warm person.”

			But Sherry Lee grew accustomed to Norton and he to her, and she was glad, “because now I was normal and had a father.”

			When she was twelve, Margot asked her to take her new father’s last name, and she agreed. Sherry Lee Duhl had ceased to exist. She would be Sherry Lansing from now on.

			—

			
			The adults’ love affair was all-consuming. Each day, when Norton returned from work, the children would be banished while he and Margot sat over cocktails, absorbed in one another’s company. “They’d snuggle up, and Norton would wrap his arm around my mother, when none of the other parents ever seemed to touch each other,” said Lansing. “All the neighborhood kids were shocked.”

			They lived in their own private bubble, and as much as they cared for their children, none was allowed to penetrate their holy of holies. The couple would even take vacations alone, to exotic-sounding places such as the Bahamas, the children pining to go with them. Their bond was unassailable. Margot had had happiness and lost it; she would do whatever she could to maintain that happiness now.

			True, there were times when Norton’s armor cracked open, revealing an unexpected tenderness inside. Once, when he took his daughter shopping and she was unable to choose a dress, he let her buy every one she liked—eight in all—until her mother, horrified, made her take all but one back.

			Sherry watched how her mother charmed her father, but did not know how to do so herself. Secretly, she was afraid of him and never dared to confront him. Instead, she stuffed her anger deep down inside, burying it so profoundly that it was hidden even from herself.

			Unable to enter her parents’ enchanted circle, the girl attempted to create one of her own. She performed plays with Judy (always taking the leading role) and on Saturdays would lose herself in the neoclassical Hamilton and Jeffery movie palaces, where she would stare up at the faces of her idols, longing to be as charming as Audrey Hepburn in Sabrina or as glamorous as Lana Turner in Imitation of Life, and aching to experience the passion of Susan Hayward in I Want to Live!

			Each year she sat with her mother on the family couch, having begged to stay up late for the Academy Awards. When Hayward was named Best Actress for playing a real-life woman sent to death row, Sherry wept with longing and frustration, burning with the desire to be on that stage, too.

			The seeds of her ambition were sown here, the first impulse to reinvent herself as something other than an ordinary girl living thousands of miles from the epicenters of glamour and power. But try as she might, she could never find a link between her humdrum existence and that over-the-rainbow place called Hollywood, and when she confided her dreams to a friend, he just laughed.

			
			“I want to be in the movies,” she said.

			“What are you talking about?” he scoffed. “You’re from the South Side of Chicago.”

			—

			Her parents insisted she attend a private high school for girls, and the teenager insisted she would not.

			She had set her sights on the prestigious University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, a hub for gifted children. Grudgingly, Margot and Norton allowed her to sit for the exam, and despite having chicken pox when she took it, she passed.

			Founded in 1896, the Lab School (as it was known) was famous for its academic rigor and liberalism, and the teenage girl flourished there, rubbing shoulders with some of the brightest minds she had encountered. If her home life lacked intellectual stimulus, her school was awash in it. Each day she was bombarded with analysis, debate and instruction on everything from the history of communism, fascism and democracy to advanced math, at which she excelled.

			She fell in love with the school, which “was totally nonjudgmental,” she said. “There was no prejudice, and there was interracial dating long before other schools considered it. But the pressures were different. Intellect was all that mattered. Some of the students were so brilliant, one who was three grades below me started crying because students from the university forced him to do their homework.”

			The school was the perfect incubator for the career woman she would become, and here she honed her work ethic and social grace, her intellect and drive. In this pre-feminist, “pre-revolution” world (in the words of her school friend Laurie Marshall), “I had confidence in my intellect,” said Lansing, “even if I had no self-confidence in anything else.”

			
			She was plagued by insecurity. Tall and gawky, she felt that her looks paled beside those of her mother, who was still so stunning teenagers would wolf-whistle when she passed, reinforcing the teenager’s sense of inadequacy.

			Nor did Margot value her daughter’s intelligence. How would that help her land a husband? Looks were what mattered, not brains. So she focused on Sherry’s appearance, anxious that she was all skin and bone.

			“Oh my God, she’s grown another inch!” she yelled at the doctor. “Can’t you give her some kind of medicine?”

			“I felt like a freak,” said Lansing.

			She failed to notice she was changing, and so did her mother. Almost imperceptibly, the once-gangly girl’s figure was filling out and she was emerging as a beauty. The stick-thin twelve-year-old began to disappear, replaced by an attractive teen. At sixteen, she was stunning.

			Reading that the Carson Pirie Scott department store was searching for models in its bridal division, Margot decided Sherry should apply. For days on end, she taught her how to walk like a model, balance books on her head and twirl around. This was her way of boosting her daughter’s confidence, and she was determined the girl would succeed.

			“I was so scared when we arrived for my walk-through, but I kept going because my mother convinced me,” said Lansing. “I was just happy she had faith in my looks. And then I was hired.”

			The ugly duckling had become a swan, and men took note. Even her brother was impressed when she brought home a University of Chicago basketball star—though when the two went out, the young woman could never think of anything to say, and after a few dates her would-be boyfriend lost all patience.

			“I could take out a piece of paper and write down exactly what’s going to happen to you,” he groused. “You’ll be a fat housewife, living in the suburbs with nothing to do.”

			“You’re wrong,” she said fiercely. “I’m going to Hollywood and I’m going to be a star!”

			—

			
			Five years later, a university graduate and new wife, she did just that.

			She had spent the past years excelling at the Lab School and then working on her degree. Norton had wanted her to go to Tulane University in New Orleans, but when Northwestern accepted her as a speech major (with a minor in drama) she chose to remain in Chicago alongside her boyfriend and soon-to-be husband.

			Lansing was seventeen and still in high school when she met Michael Brownstein at a University of Chicago fraternity house party. She had reached her full height of five feet ten inches, not as tall as her mother had feared, but enough to give her an aura of being older and considerably wiser than she was. She was warm, intelligent and beautiful—especially in the eyes of the young man she met this evening, sitting in one of the frat house rooms, strumming his guitar.

			Michael was nineteen years old, a medical student and the son of a doctor, and Jewish like her. In his jeans and cowboy hat, he seemed to be the spitting image of James Garner, and academically gifted to boot. (He would become a leading sex-reassignment surgeon.) He excelled without trying, though he was also a maverick who showed little interest in doing what he was told. Rather than study, he would tear through the city on his old motorbike or spend his hard-earned cash taking flying lessons, once scaring Lansing stiff when he flew her to dinner in Detroit.

			“He was very, very intelligent and good-looking and a little crazy in a positive sense,” said his best friend, John Stiefel. “We drank a lot and laughed a lot and we would fight for fun. I don’t think that was well received at the fraternity dorm.”

			Michael was as smitten with the young woman as she was with him. She was sparkling and fun, always the first on the dance floor and ready to run off at a moment’s notice just to get a hamburger in Milwaukee, ninety miles away.

			“Even then, she was kind of a prize,” he said. “She was gorgeous. She was smart—I caught that right away—and funny. She came in with a fraternity brother of mine, and we hit it off and he wasn’t too happy about it.”

			Michael was dangerous enough to be exciting, but wholesome enough to be safe. He was a good girl’s idea of a bad boy, perfect for a woman seeking a rebel, not a revolutionary. He had a part-time job, an unusual one given his background: he drove a city bus, and Lansing would accompany him for long stretches, happy to sit behind him for his entire eight-hour shift.

			
			For the first time since she was a child, she truly felt loved. With no money to buy flowers, Michael would cut up crepe paper and staple the petals on stems. He would discuss her longings and dreams without once laughing at their absurdity. “He listened,” she said. “And I badly needed to be heard.”

			On July 5, 1964, the couple wed at the Continental Hotel and Town Club, in a ceremony attended by some 180 guests. After a honeymoon in New York, they took in their first Broadway musical, Hello, Dolly!, and Lansing tried out for the TV game show Password before they returned to a small apartment on the North Side of Chicago, where they remained until Lansing’s graduation in June 1966. 

			Only one blot stained these years: her disappointment with Northwestern.

			“I wasn’t happy there,” she acknowledged. “The Lab School was such a glorious place—it was all about intellect and not how you looked, and wasn’t judgmental, and Northwestern just couldn’t live up to that.” She was disturbed by the anti-Semitism there. “It was huge at the time. There was a girl who didn’t look Jewish, and she wanted to join one of the non-Jewish sororities, and I said, ‘We can’t pledge there, we’re Jews.’ She did it anyway. I said, ‘They’ll turn against you.’ And in the second year, they did.”

			Lansing started to act, but while she loved rehearsals, fear kicked in as soon as she was cast, and her teacher terrified the students. “There was a girl he broke down in a horrible way, and she never came back,” she recalled. “He was very hard on us.”

			Now this was drawing to an end.

			On the last day of her school year, in the sweltering heat of an un-air-conditioned hall, Lansing waited until her name was called out and then went onstage, proud to be graduating cum laude. She scanned the crowd for her parents, but to her disappointment they were nowhere to be seen. Afterward, she found them outside.

			
			When she asked what had happened, Norton shrugged.

			“It was too goddamn hot,” he said.
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			On a hot and dusty afternoon in the summer of 1966, Sherry and Michael Brownstein’s green-and-white Mustang clattered over the Cahuenga Pass, caked with mud and dirt after four days on the road. Lansing looked up from the tiny TV set she had stowed in the car, which would crackle into life and then die as they passed from one state to another, and glimpsed Los Angeles for the first time.

			Her initial view was not of the ocean or the palm trees that swayed along the manicured boulevards of Beverly Hills, nor of the Hollywood sign that had fallen into disrepair, but rather of a city enveloped in smog. She could barely make out the skyscrapers that towered above downtown L.A., which resembled New York and Chicago more than the paradise of her dreams. A thick morass of smoke and fumes from the oil refineries and industrial plants enveloped buildings that climbed ever upward in their struggle for air, dwarfing the men and women who moved like figurines through the heavily trafficked streets.

			If Lansing had had even an iota of cynicism, she might have regarded this as an omen: not everything was going to be quite the way she had imagined in the City of Angels. But she was wide-eyed and innocent, and knew nothing of herself or the world, let alone the mecca of entertainment she was about to confront.

			Here she was soon to be discovered, she was sure, heedless of the thousands of others fleeing their adolescence, just like her, all streaming into Los Angeles, swelling its population from almost two million in 1950 to twice that three decades later, each thinking he was bigger and better than the rest, each perfect prey for the hucksters and charlatans who masqueraded as producers, managers and agents.

			
			She was dangerously naive, like Michael. Both were so oblivious to the reality of Hollywood that they had seriously contemplated moving to San Francisco instead of Los Angeles, by mistake; after all, that was California, too, wasn’t it, so how far from Hollywood could it be?

			The freeway whisked them through an avenue of skyscrapers and along a collection of urban arteries before spitting them into the streets of the city, where Lansing still believed unknowns such as Lana Turner had been spotted at a soda fountain, and where Schwab’s Pharmacy was a real place, not just a metaphor for every hopeful waiting to be made a star.

			Down Sunset Boulevard the Mustang rolled, along the very street she had seen in the movie that bore its name, with its haunting opening of a man floating facedown in a pool—dead, even as he narrated his story—though the real-life Sunset appeared to have nothing in common with the film, not this eastern section anyway. Where were the mansions and their celebrities, the lofty palaces where the rich and famous moved among liveried servants, hosting parties for the privileged few? One- and two-story stucco buildings lined the wide, straight street, with its car washes and drugstores and massive billboards, parading the wonders of everything from king-size Coke to the Marlboro Man.

			Worn out from their marathon drive, the couple checked in to one of the hundreds of motels that had sprouted like refugee camps, providing shelter for the thousands of immigrants who flooded into the city, and plopped down on a king-size bed. But Lansing was in no mood to rest. She was hungry for each nugget of information she could wolf down about her new hometown, knowing that every day she dawdled she was one step further from stardom. The two went out almost immediately, back in their car, cruising alongside the immense, boat-like convertibles that floated along the highway, their smiling owners never honking or changing lanes, either dazed by the sun or on a perpetual, laid-back high, until they reached the center of Hollywood and found a run-down, squalid township that seemed light-years removed from the Shangri-la Lansing had envisioned.

			
			Strip clubs and seedy bars popped up at intervals, sprinkled with the occasional hotspot whose name she vaguely recognized—from the Musso and Frank Grill to Frederick’s of Hollywood, the lingerie store whose revealing outfits a proper girl like herself would never be caught buying. Hollywood was a dump, the magic behind its mythical name either hidden behind these walls or in some other secret place that had yet to be located.

			None of this, however, was enough to dampen her excitement, which burned brightest when she reached the site she most craved to see, Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. Built in the 1920s by the industry’s best-known exhibitor, with the kind of baroque excess that made a mockery of understatement, it maintained an oriental splendor, with pagoda-like towers hovering over a concrete apron flecked with the hand- and footprints of stars. Lansing darted from Shirley Temple to Bette Davis to Marilyn Monroe and prayed that one day her name might be stamped beside theirs.

			The streets were exploding with life. Hippies in bell-bottoms and Afghan coats weaved between the tourists; shady characters tried to sell her marijuana; peaceniks held up signs proclaiming MAKE LOVE, NOT WAR, the slogan that was just beginning to filter through the culture. These men and women belonged to a raw, anti-establishment breed hailing from a universe galaxies removed from Lansing’s own. But their antiwar banners were warnings of the dark cloud that hovered alongside her dreams, reminders that Michael might soon be summoned to serve. The United States had launched a sustained aerial bombing campaign against the North Vietnamese, with the first heavy fighting involving American troops in the Ia Drang Valley. Lyndon B. Johnson had escalated the military’s presence in Asia, with regular combat units deployed to Vietnam. Almost 400,000 troops were stationed there by the end of 1966, with talk that the president would ratchet up the war even more.

			Lansing knew this. But here, as she gazed in awe at the splendor of the Chinese Theatre and its link to the Hollywood of old, that was far from her thoughts. Michael had signed up for the Berry Plan, which allowed medical students to defer their military service until they had finished their training, and his had not even begun. He still had his freedom, and—God willing—the war would be over before his hospital stint ended. And so Lansing pushed her fears aside and allowed the revolution of the 1960s to carry on around her but not inside her.

			
			“That all happened outside my life,” she said. “I might as well have been on another planet.”

			—

			The couple were strapped. After paying to pack their things and ship them to Los Angeles, their savings were almost gone. They had just a few hundred dollars left, barely enough to cover the obligatory first and last months’ rent.

			Michael was due to begin work at the Cedars of Lebanon hospital, which meant he would be gone for twelve hours or more each day. Money would start trickling in—$300 per month, nowhere near enough to pay for rent and food and gas, let alone the occasional night out.

			Lansing used her last moments of unalloyed freedom to visit Universal Studios (where she tried to sneak away from the tour group, until a security guard dragged her back into the fold) and MGM (where she spotted her first real-life star, Dr. Kildare’s Richard Chamberlain, but failed to make contact). Then she searched for a place to live.

			She found what she needed on North Kenmore Avenue, a quiet street in the eastern part of Hollywood, nestled between Sunset and Hollywood Boulevards, where she and Michael moved into a boxy two-story building wrapped around a courtyard and pool. The place was close enough to Michael’s work that he could get there on foot. After signing a month-to-month rental agreement, Lansing devoted her time to reading Fitzgerald and Hemingway while waiting for her belongings to arrive.

			A week later, she set out for her first job interview, driving downtown for a meeting with a harried official from the teachers’ union who told her to call at 7:00 a.m. sharp the following day to find out if a substitute teacher was needed. The next morning she rose early and discovered she had a job.

			
			That day, she set out for the forbidden zone of South Central L.A., not realizing as she drove south on Crenshaw Boulevard, passing Adams and Jefferson Boulevards, that she was crossing an invisible threshold beyond which most sheltered Caucasian girls feared to tread. It was well before the era when the Crips and the Bloods would run rampant and a crack epidemic would decimate the inner city, but South Central was still reeling from one of the most destructive upheavals of modern times, the Watts Riots of 1965, which had climaxed in a conflagration that lasted almost a week.

			“The city burning is Los Angeles’ deepest image of itself,” Joan Didion wrote in her 1968 essay collection, Slouching Towards Bethlehem. “For days one could drive the Harbor Freeway and see the city on fire, just as we had always known it would be in the end.”

			Entering a high school in the Crenshaw district, Lansing was unfazed by the staring eyes and occasional titters from the boys and girls she hoped to transform. She went straight to the principal’s office and introduced herself.

			“He looked at me and wondered why they had sent me,” she said. “Then I was led into a classroom that seemed a lot like the classrooms I knew in Chicago, with a blackboard and a box of chalk and high windows.”

			She was here to teach English and math, the subjects she knew best, which represented her unusual combination of left- and right-brain strengths. But she had other aspirations, too: as a student, she had loved the work of anthropologist Margaret Mead and in her private fantasies had often thought of venturing to faraway places to help those less privileged than herself. South Central was not quite the Third World, but it was poles apart from the environment she knew. To her delight, she discovered she had a natural aptitude for teaching, even though she was not much older than her students.

			“They were great,” she said. “I loved teaching, and I was never afraid. Maybe it was my naïveté, but I didn’t feel any sense of danger.”

			Still, the challenges she faced were hard to ignore. Ten months had passed since the fires were extinguished, but the embers left from the riots were still smoldering, and Lansing could sense that as she moved from one school to another.

			
			“I took the toughest assignments,” she said. “I went into reform schools where they only had plastic knives and forks, because nobody ever trusted the kids with real ones.”

			—

			While Lansing taught—searching for work as a model and actress at the same time—Michael buried himself in medicine. Much as he cared for his wife, he did not fully connect with her aspirations, and failed to understand how deeply they possessed her. Like her, he still had one foot set in the belief system of the 1950s, an age when men were men and women were women, their roles separate and distinctly unequal. He was glad she was earning money, but in his heart he expected her to give up her plans for him.

			“I was going to be an intern at Cedars,” he said. “I never thought we were going to Los Angeles for what she wanted.” Her acting was a hobby, he believed, and “then she got serious.”

			In these early days, when their adult personalities were still coalescing and well before their differences would cleave them apart, Michael spent all his free time with his wife.

			“We used to go out to eat, though we had no money for anywhere grand,” said Lansing. “We went to Denny’s and other simple places, but they were fun. We were used to Chicago, where you could buy a steak for $1.19. Michael was always working, six days a week, so a lot of the time we just stayed in and watched TV. And at night, whenever he was at the hospital, I’d go to see him and eat with him there, because it was only two blocks away. Without him, I read a lot and went to the movies, sometimes with a friend and often alone.”

			She felt sure her relationship would remain the same here as it was before. But strains were beginning to show. Michael, like every intern, was exhausted to the breaking point. At the same time, his interests were changing. He was increasingly drawn to plastic surgery, which puzzled his wife, though she never told him; she had imagined he was her own Dr. Kildare, a future heart surgeon or neurologist. But plastic surgery? Wasn’t that all about fixing noses and enlarging breasts?

			
			Her husband, in turn, was surprised to find the seventeen-year-old girl he had fallen for transforming into an ambitious woman. She had cast off the last vestiges of her awkward adolescence with the help of a surgeon friend of his who removed a small bump on her nose. Even if she did not realize it, Michael did: men were all over her. He could hardly turn his back without some stranger pouncing. In a city built on the belief that looks were everything—where Raquel Welch, wearing a fur bikini in the soon-to-be-released One Million Years B.C., was the epitome of sexuality—she was a valuable commodity, and Michael hated it. 

			“I was jealous,” he admitted.

			While her husband paced the hallways of the old Cedars, Lansing soaked up everything Los Angeles had to offer. Clubs from the Troubador to the Whisky a Go Go were beginning to make their names, breathing life into new bands such as Buffalo Springfield and The Doors and redefining Sunset, the street where the Brownsteins had first stayed, as the center of all that was hip. Women were abandoning their twinsets and pearls in favor of low-cut dresses and the miniskirts that designer Mary Quant had popularized in London. Big boots were trampling all over demure heels (Nancy Sinatra’s “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’ ” hit number one on the charts just before the Brownsteins moved to L.A.). It was a brave new world, irresistible to any starry-eyed immigrant, especially one harboring dreams of glory. She began to make new friends, several of them young women newly arrived like herself, few known to Michael. One day he snapped.

			“I remember—this isn’t nice—when she was out and was coming back late, I was just livid,” he said. “She was coming up the street and I ran in front of the car. She stopped, and I opened the door and pulled her out. I was in a rage.”

			—

			
			As time progressed, Lansing’s job proved more demanding than she had expected.

			It was tolerable when she found a stack of pornography on her desk. That she could handle with aplomb. “I suggested we make it into a bulletin board,” she said, and followed that up with a lesson on human reproduction. But she got a bitter dose of reality when a student threw a shoe at her without repercussions. And fear kicked in when “a gang came in and started to beat up one of the students.” The gang members were on a quest for vengeance—why, she never learned—and began to pound one of her pupils as he screamed for help and his classmates stared at him, frozen. “I tried to get them off,” said Lansing, “then they tried to hit me. I went to find the principal, but he wasn’t there because they’d thrown a Molotov cocktail in his office. He was sitting in the courtyard.”

			When the gang members rampaged through the school and even tied up some teachers before the police arrived, Lansing had enough. “I said, ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ ” she remembered. “I called my parents and begged them for help. I asked for money to leave my job. But they refused. My father had never liked the idea of my leaving Chicago, and perhaps he wanted me to come back. All he said was, ‘Be careful.’ And my mother handled it the same way.”

			It was tough love.

			“I was really angry,” Lansing admitted.

			—

			Throughout, she was living on hope.

			Leaving work in East Los Angeles for an audition one afternoon, she pulled into a gas station to slip out of her drab clothes and into something more enticing. She did not get the job, but she saw the effect, and from then on that became her routine.

			“It was always the same,” she said. “I’d leave school and stop off somewhere to change my clothes. I owned one dress, a sexy pink number with a scooped neckline that showed a little cleavage, and I wore it over and over because I didn’t have the money to buy anything else.”

			
			At her first audition, she discovered she was not alone. It was a cattle call, as she saw when she stepped into a hall packed with young women like herself. Each had migrated here from another city or state; each had come with the same goal of becoming a star. Few were serious actresses or appeared all that interested in their craft; riches and celebrity were the treasures they sought, the pots of gold they hoped to find at the end of the Los Angeles rainbow. This was the epicenter of fame and fortune, and a magnet for those who craved one or both.

			After waiting for hours, Lansing had the briefest of meetings, then handed over an eight-by-ten photo of herself, just like all the other girls—they were always “girls,” not women—and left without getting to show what she could do. This became a pattern.

			“We were thrown into rejection early on,” said Linda Gray, one of the young actresses who bonded with Lansing and who would later star in Dallas. “You would mop the floor or hold up a box of soap powder. It wasn’t very creative, but it was what we did. And [some jobs] were lucrative. There was a standard fee. When I did still photography, it was $25 an hour, which was fantastic.”

			Such jobs were rare, and if one actress got them, that meant others did not. This was eat-or-be-eaten, Hollywood at its most naked and raw, and perhaps because of that, when Lansing tried to befriend her rivals, they often rebuffed her and she retreated into her shell. It never occurred to her that they might be as vulnerable as she, or that they might be even lonelier and more afraid. All she saw was their perfection and her lack of it.

			“I’d wait in line for hours with a hundred girls,” she said. “They were all five foot ten, with blue eyes and long, flowing hair. When my turn came, I’d show my pictures, toss my hair, and wait anxiously to see if I’d made the final round. Everyone was in competition and nobody talked to anyone else. It was horrible.”

			Even worse was the reality of the “casting couch,” the sexual license exercised by the powers-that-be. “Many people made a move on me,” said Lansing. “The worst was this agent, who was very well known, who I thought was going to represent me. He said he wanted to meet, and I was really excited. This sounds so stupid: he wanted to meet and talk in an apartment of his in the middle of the day. I went there, and he came out in his boxer shorts. It was so bad it was funny. I just said, ‘This is ridiculous,’ and walked out.”

			
			Knowing she needed to lift her game artistically, she began taking acting lessons twice a week and stuck to the work no matter what other obligations got in the way.

			“She was very intellectual and very quick at analyzing,” said her acting coach, Richard Brander, “but it took her longer to get to the emotion. There was a scene adapted from an Irwin Shaw short story, ‘The Girls in Their Summer Dresses.’ She had to argue with the man who played her husband, and she couldn’t let go. So I took [the husband] aside and said, ‘Give her a little shove’—and when he did, there was fire in her eyes. She got so angry, she started really falling into the scene. Afterward she went, ‘Whoa!’ I said, ‘Now you’re involved.’ Then her real sensitivity started to come through.”

			Lansing had a brief taste of success when she landed a national shampoo commercial opposite the then-unknown Farrah Fawcett. Other modeling work followed, including commercials for Max Factor and Ivory Soap. But this was modeling, not acting. She was far
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