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			Introduction

			It is difficult to believe that in the late 1950s or early 1960s, even in the hard-boiled, wised-up, seen-it-all world of show business, there were many secretaries like Sue Mengers. The era of Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the Single Girl had not yet arrived—not quite. Perhaps Rona Jaffe described this period most succinctly in the opening of her best-selling novel of 1958, The Best of Everything:

			You see them every morning at a quarter to nine, rushing out of the maw of the subway tunnel, filing out of Grand Central Station, crossing Lexington and Park and Madison and Fifth avenues, the hundreds and hundreds of girls. Some of them look eager and some look resentful, and some of them look as if they haven’t left their beds yet. Some of them have been up since six-thirty in the morning, the ones who commute from Brooklyn and Yonkers and New Jersey and Staten Island and Connecticut. They carry the morning newspapers and overstuffed handbags. Some of them are wearing pink or chartreuse fuzzy overcoats and five-year-old ankle-strap shoes and have their hair up in pin curls underneath kerchiefs. Some of them are wearing chic black suits (maybe last year’s but who can tell?) and kid gloves and are carrying their lunches in violet-sprigged Bonwit Teller paper bags. None of them has enough money.

			The Best of Everything is set in the world of book publishing, but in the world of Hollywood and the world of the New York theater—in virtually any field in the arts at that time—women in subordinate positions were expected to behave in a fairly regimented way. Show up on time. Never complain about having to work after hours or on weekends. Never complain at all, in fact. Pay for your own taxi home. Treat your boss as if he were the center of the universe.

			Sue Mengers did not come close to fitting into this rigid concept of a woman in the workplace during the Eisenhower and Kennedy years. “I was a little pisher, a little nothing, making $135 a week as a secretary for the William Morris Agency in New York,” she told Mike Wallace in her famous 1975 interview for a segment of CBS’s 60 Minutes. “Well, I looked around and I admired the Morris office and their executives, and I thought, Gee, what they do isn’t that hard, you know. And I like the way they live, and I like those expense accounts, and I like the cars. . . . And I suddenly thought: That beats typing.”

			There is an Elizabethan term, “self-panicker,” meaning someone whose behavior is funniest of all to herself, and thus persuades everyone around her that she is the funniest person in their sphere. Sue Mengers might be called the ultimate “self-panicker.” Her rise through the ranks of the secretarial pool took place before the eras of Helen Gurley Brown, Rona Jaffe, Jacqueline Susann, Marlo Thomas as Ann Marie in That Girl, and Mary Tyler Moore as Mary Richards. Lionel Larner, who worked with Mengers at the agency Baum & Newborn in the early 1960s, remembered that on Monday mornings she would walk in, toss her purse down, throw her feet up on her desk, and proclaim, once she was sure she had the attention of the entire office, “Sue had a tough weekend. Sue’s thingy hurts.”

			Sue Mengers, from the start, showed a remarkable gift for leveling with the actors and directors with whom she crossed paths. “I remember coming into the offices of Baum & Newborn to get the sides for a new play,” recalled actress Phyllis Newman. “She was beyond fresh mouthed. Beyond! It was a tiny office and she was the ‘everything’ girl. And I was up for some part and so was another client of Baum & Newborn. Sue said, ‘Don’t even bother going. She’s schtupping the director!’ I wasn’t a prude at all, but it made me scream with laughter, even then! And she liked to get in those Rosalind Russell poses, with the leg up on the desk.”

			Unlike many women who learned to play the game as they advanced in the workplace, Sue Mengers, the first enormously successful female agent in the movie industry, remained throughout her career very much the woman she had always been. Her refusal to rein in her behavior became a kind of calling card; it made people sit up and take notice of her. She gave every appearance of being as shrewd, as cunning, as confident, as any of the most powerful people on the screen—and more so than many of them. When one takes into account her rocky early years—what used to be described in fan-magazine articles as “humble beginnings,” it might make a very tidy argument that Sue Mengers’s outward bravado was a mask for a deep-seated insecurity, a hidden belief that she did not really belong in the elite Hollywood circles that she so masterfully orchestrated. But those who knew her well do not feel that her blazing confidence was a mask or pose. The truth is somewhat simpler: she was a woman who prized a finite number of things—proven talent, success and the ability to achieve it, wit, brains, wealth, social position, grit, integrity, beauty—and something that used to be called moxie. She believed in these qualities so completely that she was generally dismissive of anyone who didn’t possess them. The world according to Sue Mengers was divided into winners and losers, A-lists and B-lists. She devoted herself to being an A-list winner. She pulled no punches and made no apologies for the life she lived. Many years after she had cemented her reputation as the most colorful agent and most exclusive hostess in Hollywood, she commented on the glittering parties she threw, which were among the most coveted invitations in town. “I never invited anyone who wasn’t successful . . . I was ruthless about it. It was all stars. I would look around my living room at all of them and even I’d be impressed with myself.”

			And yet as much as Sue Mengers threw a grenade into the conventional boundaries for women in show business, she was also, in certain ways, defined by that early Best of Everything view of women in the workplace. She believed that men were objects of sexual and financial gratification and that it was a woman’s place to master that particular dance to the best of her satisfaction. She believed that men were by nature feckless and undependable and that women needed to embrace that fact; it was up to women to figure out how best to manipulate them, to turn the automatic advantage men were born with—the lust for power and drive for financial success, the natural aggressiveness and competitiveness—to women’s advantage.

			Although she certainly resented the way that powerful men exploited her, she did not at any point define herself as a feminist. Sue Mengers wanted to make it—pure and simple. She wanted money and security and power. She was sure these were the things that everyone wanted, if only they would be honest enough to admit it. And, apart from the occasional lie she believed was necessary in order to stay afloat in a cutthroat business, she was consistently, often shockingly, honest. In the end, her honesty was the most valuable tool in her arsenal. It was also the quality—however much it may have hurt her, however much it may have hurt her clients and colleagues—that made her a Hollywood legend. She became one of the power players in one of the greatest creative periods in Hollywood history, the 1970s, and her reputation outlived those of many of the biggest stars whose careers she helped mold. She was as far from being a little pisher, a little nothing, as she could ever have imagined.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			1901–1946

			“My mother, the Gorgon.”

			No matter how famous and successful Sue Mengers became, her mother was both her quickest point of reference and the last subject on which she would yield any detailed information. For her daughter, Ruth Mengers was paradoxically easy to dismiss and impossible to shake off, the source of so much anger and the wellspring of her determination to succeed. This potent dual role that Ruth played for decades gave Sue all the more reason to resent her. “The Gorgon” was one of the kinder appellations Sue assigned to her. During her peak years as an agent, and throughout her prolonged retirement, Sue frequently expressed the belief that she had been cruelly cheated out of the upbringing she felt she deserved. “I should have been you,” she frequently complained to her most celebrated friends and clients. Sometimes it sounded almost like an accusation: “Why couldn’t I have been you?” The memory that Sue most wanted to erase—more than the memory of the father who abandoned her, or the nasty, depressing apartments that she lived in as a girl, or the popular students who snubbed her in grammar school—was the memory of her mother. She felt that, by rights, someone of her drive and taste and native intelligence should have been the daughter of a dignified show-business aristocrat, someone like her client Candice Bergen’s mother, Frances, a beautiful, elegant woman widely respected by Hollywood’s old guard. Or even someone like comedienne Kathy Griffin’s mother, a tough-talking but ultimately supportive Irish Catholic lady of the old school.

			The film producer Lili Zanuck, for years part of a close circle of successful and well-connected Hollywood women friends Sue jokingly dubbed “the Dyke-ettes,” believed that one reason the members of the group meshed so well was that many of them knew what it was like to have an unyielding, hypercritical mother. Another member of Sue’s sorority, Sherry Lansing, felt that most of the successful businesswomen she knew in Hollywood had mothers who never stopped pointing out their flaws and weaknesses.

			Some of the world’s worst snobs are the ones born into miserable circumstances. For Sue, once she had attained immense success, almost any reminder of her impoverished early years was to be avoided, buried, and recalled only to remind herself of how far she’d come.

			During her adult life, Sue did not often acknowledge, even slightly, her German Jewish background, which is easy enough to understand; even before the outbreak of World War II, there was a long history of potent anti-German sentiment in the United States. During World War I and in the years immediately following, there were countless examples of hostility toward U.S. citizens who were guilty only of having a German surname. Eudora Welty’s classic story “June Recital” tells of a German-born piano teacher, Miss Eckhart, who gives music lessons to the children in the fictional town of Morgana, Mississippi. With the eruption of World War I, Miss Eckhart comes to be regarded with hostility by the locals. She cooks foreign food, like cabbage sautéed in wine, and the smell of it cooking “was wrong, as the pitch of a note could be wrong. It was the smell of food nobody else had ever tasted.” Later in her story, Welty wrote, “The war came, and all through it and even after 1918 people said Miss Eckhart was a German and still wanted the Kaiser to win.” All across the United States there were ugly incidents, in both major metropolitan areas and backwater towns, in which people with German names were made to drop to their hands and knees and kiss the ground.

			Practically none of Sue’s close friends can ever recall her speaking German, which she knew how to speak quite well. She felt her German past was nothing more than an accident of birth—which probably took place on September 2, 1932, or possibly on September 2, 1931, in Hamburg. (The exact date is difficult to determine, since many birth certificates from the early 1930s in Germany are hard to obtain.)

			Sue’s father, Georg Mengers, was born in Hamburg on December 27, 1906, the son of Carl Mengers and Mary Goldsmith Mengers. Her mother, Ruth, was born on January 28, 1909. Georg was a rather slight man, who went bald prematurely; Ruth was short and plump, and her daughter would grow up to favor her in that respect. Both Georg and Ruth came from slightly elevated stock; Sue often told friends that her mother’s family owned a medium-sized department store in Hamburg, roughly comparable to Loehmann’s or Alexander’s in New York City during the first half of the twentieth century. Dr. Mark Elias, whose parents were close to the Mengers family in the 1930s, recalled that Georg Mengers’s mother, Mary, was a highly social individual who maintained a regular salon in her home, inviting the most talented local young musicians and writers to perform or read from their work. The Eliases themselves were a well-established couple in Hamburg. Moritz Elias was a successful M.D., a general practitioner, and his wife, Else, was a homemaker; both had come from rather primitive little villages in the interior of Germany and were happy to be settled in the comparatively cosmopolitan Hamburg.

			About her early years in Hamburg, Sue remained mostly silent throughout her life. Occasionally, to a close friend who kept pressing her with questions, she intimated that she did indeed remember living in Germany but felt it had nothing to do with her adult life and did not particularly care to discuss it. In 1993, Patrick Baker, the son of Sue’s close friend Boaty Boatwright, a top agent at International Creative Management (ICM), escorted Sue to a showing of Steven Spielberg’s Holocaust drama, Schindler’s List, at a movie theater on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Only a short while into Spielberg’s graphic film, Sue leaned over, kissed Baker on the cheek, and whispered that she had to leave. Assuming that the movie was too upsetting for her, Baker followed her out and asked her if she would like him to take her home.

			Sue grabbed Baker’s hand lovingly. “I’ll call you in the morning,” she said.

			The next day she telephoned Baker at his mother’s apartment. Without skipping a beat Sue said, “Aaach! If I have to see any more Jews in pajamas, I’m going to kill myself.” Years later, Spielberg’s film would inspire one of her most famous quips. As she walked into a crowded L.A. party, she looked around the room and murmured, “Schindler’s B-list.”

			Once, when Patrick Baker introduced Sue to his close friend Chris Pilaro, Sue asked Pilaro what he did.

			“I’m an outdoor educator,” Pilaro replied.

			Sue looked at him blankly.

			“I’m an Alpinist,” Pilaro explained. “I’ve climbed a lot of mountains.”

			Sue pondered this for a moment, then replied, “You know what? Jews own banks. We don’t climb.”

			In the strictest sense, she was embellishing her own personal history. Sue’s father never accomplished anything remotely close to owning a bank. “Sue’s father was not well enough off,” remembered Mark Elias. “He wasn’t a good provider.”

			The Elias and Mengers families kept up a steady friendship in Hamburg, but in 1935, as the Nazi presence intensified, Moritz and Else Elias made the decision to emigrate to the United States. Else had an older sister who had married an American and settled in Baltimore. In the 1930s, both the United Kingdom and the United States demanded that refugees from Europe provide proof of sponsorship, since it was widely feared that the thousands of refugees would wind up on the public dole. Else Elias’s sister provided an affidavit for her younger sibling and her family, and in mid-1935, the Eliases arrived in New York. For a short time, they resided in Baltimore with Mrs. Elias’s sister and her husband. Soon Dr. Elias was delighted to learn that the state of New York would recognize his German medical license and diploma. After passing a basic English-language requirement test, Moritz Elias took over a family practice in New York Mills, New York, a textile-manufacturing town in Oneida County, two hours northwest of Albany and four hours northwest of New York City. The Eliases settled into their new life, keeping in touch with the Mengerses, sending encouraging news of the possibilities that existed in the States, and eventually becoming the sponsors for the Mengers family to enter the United States.

			On August 15, 1938, Georg, Ruth, and Susanne sailed from Antwerp on the SS Koenigstein, arriving in New York City on August 25, 1938. The ship’s passenger roll lists Georg as a thirty-one-year-old “merchant,” Ruth as twenty-nine, and their young daughter, Susanne, as five years and ten months—not an exact match for the birthdate Sue generally gave of September 2, 1932, but close.

			The Eliases had plenty of space—their house in New York Mills had fourteen rooms—so the two families were never in danger of crowding each other to any serious degree. But Mark Elias sensed, from his child’s perspective, that the marriage of George (as he now called himself) and Ruth Mengers was not a happy one. Ruth was a particularly volatile personality. “What I remember about her is that my parents had to be very careful not to offend her,” recalled Elias, “because she was rather easily offended. You didn’t want to pay a social slight to her.”

			More than anything, George and Ruth Mengers wanted to move into their own home, which, after a few months of living with the Eliases, they did, renting a modest apartment in a four-story building at 1104 Steuben Street in Utica, New York—the city that bordered New York Mills. Settled in 1786, Utica had become a city in 1832; one century later, it was home to over 103,000 people. Like New York Mills, Utica’s commercial life was centered on textile production, and while it was anything but glamorous, it was at the time a rather bustling small city in the Rust Belt. It had a thriving business center, a healthy local tool-manufacturing industry, many knitting mills, and numerous brickyards and railway yards. Dorothy Goodale, who moved to Utica from rural western Pennsylvania in the early 1940s, recalled that Utica struck her at the time as a booming metropolis.

			The Jewish presence in Utica had grown steadily from the mid-nineteenth century, when the first immigrants, most of them peddlers, had settled in the area. Early on, according to local historian S. Joshua Kohn, many of them were not even registered in city directories because they were on the road selling. By the mid-1930s, the Jewish Community Council had been established in response to the rise of Hitler in Europe. The Mengers apartment on Steuben Street was in Lower Cornhill, an area inhabited by many Jewish refugees. It was a lower-middle-class neighborhood, dingy and undistinguished; Dorothy Goodale remembered that there was “a bar on practically every corner” in Lower Cornhill. West Utica was predominantly Polish, while East Utica was mostly Italian; these neighborhoods were primarily populated by the workers employed in the textile mills.

			In Germany, George Mengers had already been a habitual gambler, and despite his reduced circumstances in the United States, he brought his bad habit with him. He was always making bets, not very successfully, and from the fairly early days of his arrival in his new home, he was often in some degree of debt. He got a job as a salesman for the American Furniture Company in downtown Utica. With its headquarters in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, the company employed a fleet of door-to-door salesmen. Despite the fact that his heavy German accent might have put off some potential customers, George was a competent salesman. On Saturdays, the Utica branch office conducted merchandising inventory, and Susi would join her father there, sitting quietly and reading a book or drawing with pencil and paper while George went about his duties.

			The American Furniture Company had many country accounts, and George was constantly on the road, selling pots and pans and blankets and dish towels to rural housewives for one dollar down and one dollar a week. Being away from home for stretches of time only exacerbated George’s itch to gamble. His job didn’t pay much, so Ruth took a position as a sales clerk at the Boston Store. Located on one of the city’s most traveled streets, at the northeast corner of Genesee and Bleecker, it was the biggest department store in Utica. It was a sleek, modern emporium with elegant elevators, selling clothes, home furnishings, and toiletries, with a top floor devoted to toys that was a favorite destination for the children of Utica.

			Although Ruth enjoyed her job and was proud to be contributing something to the household income, she never warmed to life in Utica and was deeply resentful that the family had been forced to leave Germany. She also detested Utica’s long winters. “You rounded the corner,” Dorothy Goodale remembered, “and the snow would be up to your shoulder. They had a ski tow in town, and lots of people could go skiing right there. It always seemed like the spring came sometime around July Fourth!”

			At the time the family was getting settled in Utica, Susi Mengers spoke only a little English, in a thick German accent. She was, remembered her childhood friend Arthur Segaul, exceptionally shy. “Because her mother was working, I used to take her home from school for lunch,” he recalled. “Everyone walked to school in town. I took her to my house for lunch every day until I finished third grade and went to another school.”

			Her parents were very concerned that Susi rid herself of her German accent, since it was hardly an advantage in most medium-sized and small towns in America during World War II. Susi began taking after-school elocution lessons, and in only a short while after entering Kemble Street Elementary School at age seven, she was speaking mostly unaccented English. Her closest friends included other girls who attended her school—Adele Marsh, Rosalind Slakter, Lucille Kall. “When she started speaking without an accent, she had the most beautiful diction,” remembered Arthur Segaul. “And she became outspoken. It really changed her personality.”

			Mark Elias recalled the young Susi as being very much a blueprint of the brash, outspoken woman she would eventually become. “She had a flair for the dramatic,” remembered Elias. “She was funny. She was sort of stagestruck.”

			In fact, she was deeply stagestruck. Even as a small child, she went to the movies obsessively. The Stanley Theater, a grand Mexican Baroque picture palace, was the best place in Utica to see the new films out of Hollywood. From the late 1930s on, she loved going to see Judy Garland, Bette Davis, Katharine Hepburn, Joan Fontaine, Rita Hayworth, and her favorite, Ingrid Bergman—all for a dime a throw. If you were a girl becoming entranced with the glamour of Hollywood, Utica was the kind of place that was bound to flood you with an anywhere-but-here feeling. It was an isolated pocket full of families who had lived there for generations, most of whom had very little curiosity about life elsewhere. Many of the people Susi knew growing up had boasted about never having visited New York City, and having gone as far as Syracuse only when circumstances demanded.

			In 1943 the Mengers family moved to a new flat, still in the Lower Cornhill neighborhood, in a four-story apartment house at 1121 Summit Place. The following year, on April 5, 1944, both George and Ruth became fully naturalized citizens of the United States.

			While they lived in Utica, the Mengers family regularly attended services at the Temple Beth El Synagogue on Genesee Street. Each spring one of the temple’s chief cultural events for the town’s young people was the Hattie Levine Goldbas speaking competition, sponsored by the Utica section of the National Council of Jewish Women. In the spring of 1944 Susi won the contest’s first prize—five dollars. She would claim the top prize again in April 1945, choosing as her topic “Penrod, the Little Gentleman,” and again in May 1946, for reciting one of Katherine’s speeches from The Taming of the Shrew. That year, amidst advertisements for Freezone Corn Remedy (twenty-one cents), Veto Cream Deodorant (fifty-nine cents), and Cashmere Bouquet soap (three bars for twenty-seven cents), the Utica Observer-Dispatch ran a small story about Susi, accompanied by a photograph of her. The article pointed out that only seven and a half years earlier she had not spoken a word of English, and that she donated her five-dollar prize to the United Jewish Appeal. By this time she was in demand locally for readings and recitations at various churches, clubs, and Parent-Teacher Association meetings, but George and Ruth were careful to restrict her appearances to once a week. Susi loved these moments in the spotlight and would have been eager to appear as often as she was asked, but Ruth, in particular, cautioned her against becoming conceited. Lucille Kall, who had taken elocution lessons alongside Susi and also participated in some of the speech competitions, remembered, “I couldn’t speak. I was always afraid, but Sue wasn’t. She was absolutely terrific—very dramatic.”

			While she was growing up, Susi spent several summers at Camp Krongold, a bucolic retreat in Holland Patent, just north of Utica. The camp, which had the backing of the National Council of Jewish Women, was a departure for her. Cows routinely tromped through its grounds; there was a terrific swimming hole in a nearby creek and a gazebo for late-night assignations. Lucille Kall attended, too, and remembered being on the receiving end of Susi’s teasing. “At camp,” said Kall, “I had a sister who wet the bed, and every day I had to change the sheets. Susi laughed at me every day!” Susi got leading roles in most of the plays that were done there, including H.M.S. Pinafore.

			Her schoolmate Rosalind Slakter Fisher remembered that everyone at Kemble Street Elementary School was well aware that Susi had her heart set on becoming an actress. When Bette Midler portrayed Sue in John Logan’s 2013 hit Broadway play I’ll Eat You Last, she employed a recurring mannerism of using one hand to rearrange her hair. Seeing the play, Rosalind Fisher experienced a potent sense memory of seeing Susi push back her hair behind one ear in just that way as a child. “She was chutzpah personified,” said Fisher. “She was very nervy in school. And she wanted to be an actress very badly. She wanted to emulate Ingrid Bergman. She was her idol at the time.” She spent whatever spare change she might have on movie magazines and talked endlessly of going to Hollywood, doing her best every day to keep the dream alive—which in Utica was far from easy.

			As she moved through her teens, she left “Susi” behind and became “Sue.” She got along well with her father, who enjoyed having her on his weekly visits to the American Furniture Company offices. But even this early on, Sue was often battling her mother. Her friends who visited the house on Summit Place do not recall having much sense of a warm or cohesive family life. Ruth impressed Sue’s classmates as strong willed and brusque, and George was not much in evidence. By now Utica had developed quite a reputation for crime and for gambling; many of the local men were continually betting on college football games or the horse races. George frequented several of the corner bars, where the local bookies hung out. “My dad had a dry goods/furniture store in the Italian section of Utica,” remembered another of Sue’s schoolmates, Adele Rosen, “and on the corner there was a café. As a kid, I would be the runner for the bets. My dad would bet on numbers, and I would take the money down to the café where there was this bookie, and deliver it!”

			George Mengers was no more successful as a gambler than he was in any other dimension of his life. Most of the time he suffered losses that could not be offset by his salary or Ruth’s, and he was perpetually scrambling for ways to settle his debts. Unfortunately this usually involved approaching a friend or business acquaintance for a loan, and the atmosphere in the apartment on Summit Place steadily deteriorated. Ruth constantly complained that George didn’t make a bigger salary, railed against their lower-middle-class existence in an unfashionable neighborhood, and never let George forget that their life in Germany had been altogether superior to the one they were leading now. In the midst of all this, Sue’s dreams of a Hollywood acting career intensified.

			In early September 1946, as Sue was getting ready to enter high school at Utica Free Academy, George was growing more and more depressed and was deeper in debt than ever. Having tapped out his usual sources, he went to see Oscar Dale, a well-established furrier who operated a business in nearby Rome, New York, and asked him for a loan. Dale turned down George’s request. A few days later, having exhausted all other possibilities, George left Utica, supposedly on a sales trip.

			He went to New York City, where he checked into the Times Square Hotel at Forty-third Street and Eighth Avenue under the name Oscar Dale. He swallowed a bottle of pills and was found dead of barbiturate poisoning on September 21, 1946. George’s body was identified by a cousin who lived in Manhattan.

			The suicide of a parent is the rejection that can never be rationalized completely, the ultimate and most agonizing abandonment. George’s suicide had an enormous effect on Sue’s already aggressive personality, on the confidence she had shown from childhood: it triggered in her an unexamined, and at times sadistic, anger. For the rest of her life she would often astonish friends and colleagues with the intensity of her prejudice and intolerance. From now on, sometimes consciously, often not, she used anger as her own personal weapon, her own defense. She was going to create the kind of life for herself that she wanted, and she was not about to apologize for her single-minded pursuit of it.

			George Mengers’s life had been marked by failure, and so, literally, was his death. He was buried along the outside parameters of the Temple Beth El cemetery in Whitesboro, New York, near the fence where those who died by suicide were relegated.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			1946–1950

			Ruth and Sue struggled on alone in the apartment on Summit Place. It might have proven reassuring to those around them if they had forged some kind of truce, however uneasy, in the wake of George’s death, but that didn’t happen. Their mutual antagonism continued as each pondered her future; since George had committed suicide there would be no payment of life insurance. In the decades to come, Sue would continually brand him as a loser, a failure who succumbed to his own weaknesses. George’s worst sin, Sue would tell friends for the rest of her life, was that he had left her alone with Ruth. More than ever, Sue was determined to get out of Utica as fast as possible.

			She didn’t have to wait long. Ruth remained in Utica for a little more than a year after George died, but it was clear that her meager salary at the Boston Store would not do to support herself and her daughter. Now that she had a few years of solid business experience, she saw no reason why she would not be able to find a better-paying job elsewhere. In 1948, as Sue was finishing up tenth grade at UFA, mother and daughter departed Summit Place and headed for New York City. Before leaving, Sue gave her good friend Rosalind Slakter a black-and-white photograph of herself and wrote across the back of it: “To Rozy—the girl with the big heart from one who’ll always remember it.”

			Ruth found an apartment in the Bronx, in a heavily Jewish neighborhood. In the early 1930s, the Bronx’s population was estimated at nearly 50 percent Jewish; by the end of the war, that figure had declined significantly, to about 37 percent, and it would continue to decline over the next decade as more Jewish families moved to the suburbs of Long Island, Westchester, and New Jersey. In the booming postwar atmosphere of New York, jobs were plentiful, and Ruth soon landed a position as a bookkeeper. Rather than attending high school in the Bronx, Sue enrolled at George Washington High School in Washington Heights, at the northern tip of Manhattan.

			At the time, Harlem, immediately to the south of Washington Heights, had not yet begun the staggering decline that would overtake it in the late 1950s and ’60s. Washington Heights was a drab but reasonably safe part of New York City. At the close of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, Washington Heights had experienced an enormous influx of Irish immigrants, but in the decades to follow, thousands of Russian, Polish, and German Jews had made their way there, triggering a significant rise in the number of local synagogues.

			For Sue, both Washington Heights and her Bronx neighborhood were a depressingly long distance from the exciting world of Manhattan show business she had dreamed of for years, but she soon found ways to bring it a bit closer. George Washington High School had a thriving drama department, and Sue was active in several of the productions there. During her senior year she was accepted into the All City Radio Workshop, a group composed of students drawn from each of New York City’s five boroughs who acted in radio plays broadcast by WNYE, the New York City Board of Education’s designated radio station. Sue got course credit for participating, and she loved being able to skip classes in the afternoon to head over to WNYE and go to work as an actress. She also made a move that was, in its way, fairly remarkable: she became an acting student of the well-known Betty Cashman, who maintained a studio at Carnegie Hall.

			By 1950, Cashman was in her early forties and had begun to crest as a New York City drama coach of flair and imagination. She had started coaching young fashion models registered with Ford Models, the top agency owned by Eileen Ford; with television just getting off the ground, there was a demand for beautiful young women to perform in commercials. She was also working with Jack Palance, who later in 1950 would break through as an exciting and original screen personality in Elia Kazan’s Panic in the Streets and would quickly earn a pair of Academy Award nominations for his work in David Miller’s Sudden Fear (1952) and George Stevens’s Shane (1953). Cashman would later also help groom Tony Curtis for movie stardom.

			Betty Cashman was a striking woman with a dynamic, authoritative presence. “It was almost as if there was a force field around her when she came into the room,” recalled Seymour Kover, who began studying with her in 1956. Cashman had jet-black hair, her makeup was always carefully done, and she favored expertly tailored suits; Kover remembered her as “not Rita Hayworth attractive but Joan Bennett attractive, Paulette Goddard attractive.” She didn’t present her students in full productions, but concentrated on intensive and detailed scene work. Although she discussed Lee Strasberg and the Actors Studio Method in her classes, she believed it was not the actor’s job to come up with motivations rooted in his personal past. Cashman was a strict mistress of re-creation, who believed that the playwright had given the actor the reason for every move he made, and it was up to the actor to discover what it was. Before studying with Cashman, most young actors worked with one of her assistants on articulating and projecting their lines. Once they had passed that test, they were moved on to Cashman’s beginning-level class. “Betty taught us to have a certain accent—close to Midwestern, white-bread,” recalled Kover. “She called it a ‘silver cup’ accent. She wanted us to get rid of our New York sound.”

			Cashman had strong ties to the Bronx; Tony Curtis had been born Bernie Schwartz there. Several of Cashman’s students found out about her by hanging around Schneider’s candy store on 174th Street and Bryant Avenue, and it seems likely that this is where Sue learned about her. In later years she told Hollywood friends about a particular candy store in the Bronx that had been a favorite haunt of hers as a high school student.

			Cashman generally wouldn’t accept high school students, preferring to work with young actors who could devote themselves to their craft full time, with no other distractions. When Sue began studying with her in 1950, she was a bit intimidated by the older woman’s cosmopolitan manner. But she liked the fact that everything in Cashman’s studio reeked of authority and class. Cashman sat at her desk, in front of the window, while the students seated themselves on couches lined up around the walls, waiting to get up and do their scenes and monologues. Sue responded well to Cashman’s rigorous coachings on various accents, and she loved the improvisatory exercises that the students were called upon to do whenever Cashman threw out a title or a subject. “We were challenged to be creative,” said Kover. “Maybe we would take the scene from Julius Caesar where Mark Antony is screaming after Caesar is assassinated. She would ask us to throw a couple of nuances in, making it a little bit different. Maybe you’d do it like you were a gangster in New York, or a Frenchman.”

			After her stifling years with George and Ruth, Sue seems to have relished the opportunity to let her imagination fly. She also knew that Cashman was connected with casting directors at several of the major Hollywood studios, most of whom maintained corporate offices in New York. To get a “New York test” was a coveted opportunity for any young acting student, and Sue hoped that she would be one of the lucky ones called. Her biggest problem was her weight, which she constantly struggled to keep down. She was not helped in this battle by Ruth, who, upon leaving for work each morning, left Sue a muffin and a glass of milk on the kitchen countertop. Decades later Sue would tell journalist Marie Brenner that the sight of that muffin and glass of milk came to symbolize for her the squalor that she longed to escape.

			By now Sue was a very pretty blue-eyed blonde, with thick, lustrous hair and luminescent skin. But try as she might to glamorize herself, she could not conform to Hollywood standards of beauty; she was simply a bit too zaftig to prolong the fantasy of becoming a leading lady. Given her sharp wit and sense of the absurd, she might have done very well as a brassy, hard-edged character actress—someone along the lines of Barbara Nichols, who worked steadily throughout the 1950s. But being a young edition of a Glenda Farrell or Joan Blondell—the heroine’s sharp-tongued girlfriend—wasn’t an avenue she cared to explore. Even at this early age she had her heart set on becoming an above-the-line star in some field, although her sense of how to accomplish it was amorphous. Ruth considered her daughter’s ideas of Hollywood fame to be zany, and she was routinely dismissive of the idea, urging Sue instead to find a good, steady job as a secretary—an existence that sounded poisonous to Sue.

			At home the tension between Ruth and Sue continued to escalate. For many Jewish families at this time, it was a strange thing to have a daughter who was bursting to go out and conquer the world. Sons were encouraged to achieve, to make money, but daughters were generally expected to make a solid marriage and raise a family. Ruth’s resistance to her daughter’s yearnings for fame are understandable; after what she had endured, she was no doubt genuinely frightened of the unknown. (Sue’s close friend Sherry Lansing, whose mother also escaped Nazi Germany, observed, “What happens to someone who is a happy-go-lucky person filled with love, and all of a sudden they slap an armband on you and you can’t go into this building, and you have to escape, and you don’t speak the language in the new country? How guarded do you become?”) Ruth also possessed the classic Germanic pursuit of perfection, hence her incessant criticism of Sue. There may have been another side to her disparagement of her daughter as well. “German Jews think if they say anything good, God will curse them,” said Lansing. “Don’t praise the ones you love, or bad things will happen.”

			Much insight into the struggles of Jewish refugee families can be found in A Bintel Brief, a collection of letters to the advice columnist of the Jewish Daily Forward, compiled and edited by Isaac Metzker. These letters, revealing the experience of Jewish immigrants of George and Ruth Mengers’s generation and their thoroughly Americanized children, are funny, moving, outrageous, and frustrating, in fairly equal parts. A woman writes to ask if she should forgive her daughter for once having married a Gentile because the daughter is now about to marry again, to a Jewish man. A man complains that his wife is addicted to playing Bingo, which she justifies on the grounds that she doesn’t drink and smoke as other women do. A woman who divorced her first husband decades ago has discovered that he has since become very wealthy and wants to know, even though she has remarried, if it is all right to approach Husband No. 1 about money. A man who married for a second time is devastated to learn that his new wife has secretly been saving money in a separate bank account. The shadow behind these letters, of course, is the arduous transition to life in America that took years to make, the longing for security that, for many, the passage of years did nothing to diminish.

			Sue continued to develop the formidable survival tool of her sharp wit. During the end of her high school years, she mailed a black-and-white snapshot of herself, provocatively hiking up her skirts with her thumbs, to Roz Slakter back in Utica. “Dear Roz,” Sue wrote, “Don’t you dare hang this up in your bathroom. I’ll haunt you if you do. How about one of you? We’re running out of toilet paper.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			1950–1957

			On March 11, 1950, Ruth remarried, becoming Mrs. Eugene Sender. Her new husband was also a German émigré, who had come to New York from Wittberg, where he had operated a shoe store. Ruth’s second marriage was by all accounts far happier than her first. Eugene saw to it that they all moved out of the Bronx and into an apartment in a far better neighborhood, at 108-50 Austin Street in Rego Park, Queens. It was another heavily populated Jewish neighborhood, and Ruth had no trouble making friends; soon, she was part of a regular group of ladies who played mah-jongg. The friction between mother and daughter only increased with the addition of Sender to the household, since Sue and Eugene were never very fond of each other. “I always thought that Ruth and Sue didn’t get along because they were so much alike,” remembered Barbara Sender, who married Eugene’s nephew, Leo Sender. “Ruth had a sharp wit, and a lot of those staid German people didn’t appreciate it. She was not a typical German wife and mother. I think Sue had a lot of her mother’s qualities. And Eugene had never been married before, and suddenly there is this bombshell of a daughter in the house. I don’t think he knew how to deal with that.”

			After graduating from George Washington High School in 1950, Sue pursued work as a radio actress in New York, but the glory that the medium had once represented was fading fast in light of television’s enormous popularity. She still indulged herself by idly dreaming of Hollywood fame, but in the end her strong sense of pragmatism trumped her ability to keep the dream alive. For Sue, Hollywood represented the kind of drop-dead glamour she would experience in movies like How to Marry a Millionaire. She might dream about living a life designed by Travilla and Charles LeMaire, but it must have been difficult to keep believing in the fantasies of Sue Mengers, struggling actress from the Bronx, when she was being confronted with so much evidence that she might never be invited to the parties she desperately longed to attend.

			Was there ever a better time than the mid-1950s to be living in New York City? Even though World War II had ended ten years earlier, there was still an almost palpable feeling of confidence and excitement that it was over and that life was now, it seemed, better than ever could have been imagined. In her book Manhattan ’45, Jan Morris memorably caught the spirit of the times when she described the arrival of the Queen Mary into New York Harbor on June 20, 1945, carrying over fourteen thousand American servicemen and women returning home a little more than one month after V-E Day. The ship, Morris wrote, “was welcomed like a promise of great times.” Those times weren’t long in arriving: the lean, claustrophobic atmosphere of the war years, with everyone weighed down by shortages and self-sacrifice, had receded. In fields ranging from big business to the arts, Americans believed they could accomplish practically anything.

			In 1955, Broadway was still in the midst of a very rich period, with hits like Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Bus Stop, The Diary of Anne Frank, Janus, and The Matchmaker pulling in the crowds. The nightlife was intoxicating: clubs like the Copacabana, the Latin Quarter, and the Bon Soir frequently didn’t close their doors until 4 A.M. or later.

			On a daily basis Sue was pressing her nose against the glass, scrutinizing any one of a number of young New York women she considered far more fortunate than herself—the women in their Ceil Chapman “New Look” dresses, with nipped-in waists and full skirts, and elbow-length evening gloves, daintily carrying evening bags—women who were continually turning up at New York’s top nightspots on the arm of handsome and eligible men.

			At Six East Fifty-eighth Street, just off Fifth Avenue, was a restaurant called Reuben’s. It was an all-night place famous for being home to the Reuben sandwich, and it was frequented by nightclub singers coming in after they finished their 2 A.M. shows, by Catskills comics, and by Broadway performers who liked to drop by for a bite after their shows had let out. After Sue and her friends attended a Broadway play or a late movie, they went to Reuben’s, where they were inevitably made to stand in line, the smell of corned beef and pastrami wafting out of the kitchen, and wait for quite some time for a table in Siberia to be made available to them.

			While she was waiting, Sue often saw Judy Balaban, a young woman she was always reading about in Cholly Knickerbocker’s and Walter Winchell’s columns, saunter in the front door, looking like Sue’s vision of Daisy Buchanan in The Great Gatsby. As the daughter of Paramount Pictures president Barney Balaban, Judy was part of the Hollywood elite, one of Grace Kelly’s closest friends, and eventually one of the star’s bridesmaids at her wedding to Prince Rainier of Monaco. Balaban would walk into Reuben’s with some attractive man, and Sue would watch forlornly while the maître d’ snapped into action and secured Balaban the best table possible. Years later, when Sue confessed to Judy how envious she had been, Balaban explained it all to her: “I was Patsy Reuben’s best friend, and Patsy was the stepdaughter of Arnie Reuben, the owner. When I walked in, anyone in the place knew me as Patsy’s best friend!”

			Sue had dropped her studies with Betty Cashman, but if she had to join the masses of working girls whom Rona Jaffe described as streaming in and out of the subways, at least maybe she could find a job in a reasonably glamorous environment. One day in 1955, she answered a newspaper advertisement for a receptionist at the Music Corporation of America, the monolithic talent agency headed by Jules Stein and Lew Wasserman. Her typing and steno skills were only fair, but she landed the job anyway.

			In that year MCA was approaching its zenith as the most powerful agency in the country. While agents had been a regular presence in New York from the nineteenth century, talent agencies in their modern definition—organizations that set out to find work for their clients under the best possible financial and creative terms—hadn’t really sprung up in the movie business until the late 1920s. In his fine history of the birth of the agency business, Hidden Talent: The Emergence of Hollywood Agents, Tom Kemper states that by the early 1930s there was a total of four firms representing the lion’s share of members of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. In a few years that number would balloon, but during the 1930s, the field of agenting was dominated by a handful of tough-minded, imaginative, and forward-thinking individuals like Myron Selznick and Charles Feldman. William Morris and MCA, which both got their start as bookers of vaudeville and variety talent, didn’t get into the movie business in a major way until the 1940s.

			Founded in 1924 by Jules Stein and William R. Goodheart, Jr., MCA had established itself by booking swing bands and singers; for more than two decades, the agency’s Bands & Acts Department had a powerful lock on placing talent at nightclubs, speakeasies, and dance halls throughout the country. In 1936, Stein hired twenty-three-year-old Lew Wasserman, a move that would have a sweeping effect on both MCA’s future and the future of show business at large. Knowing that any agency’s power depended on the level of talent it had to sell, Wasserman eventually persuaded Stein that the company’s real future lay in representing top Hollywood actors. MCA moved swiftly and surely, raiding clients of other agents by promising them that their careers would be in better hands than they could ever have imagined. Within a few years it had swept past William Morris to become the most powerful and star-laden agency in the country. James Stewart became a client, as did Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Kirk Douglas, Jack Benny, and dozens of others.

			Wasserman was a hardheaded executive and a lethal adversary. He confounded studio heads by demanding duplicate copies of the scripts being offered to his clients and often sharply contradicting the studio bosses with his own views on how a picture should be cast or rewritten—or whether it should be made at all. Jack L. Warner, the pugnacious head of production at Warner Bros., had a particular antipathy for Wasserman; among other things, he held him responsible for the decline in Bette Davis’s career after World War II, claiming that she relied too heavily on Wasserman’s script judgment. (The real culprit here was the succession of second-rate vehicles that Warner Bros. saddled Davis with after 1945.)

			Wasserman was also enormously self-protective, and could not be counted on to stand by one of his clients in time of trouble. In the 1940s, Nancy Coleman was a gifted, rising Warner Bros. contract actress, whose strong performances in movies such as Kings Row (1942) and Edge of Darkness (1943) seemed to destine her for stardom. Wasserman took charge of all facets of her career and even helped her pick out a house. But after Coleman displeased the studio bosses by marrying Warner Bros. publicist Whitney Bolton, Wasserman refused to come to her aid when she was abruptly dropped from the company roster and found herself a Hollywood has-been. In the end, Wasserman was not the kind of agent who could lend a steadying, helpful hand to an actor’s artistic growth; like most agents of the time, he was out to make money, first, last, and always.

			Wasserman’s fame and power outlasted that of many of his famous clients. By 1955, when Sue came to work at MCA, the agency had gotten itself into the business of television production, a move that was supposed to be unlawful. The period had seen a great deal of antitrust legislation. The crucial moment for the entertainment industry was the decision in United States v. Paramount Pictures, Inc. of 1948, which led to the separation of the studios’ production and exhibition enterprises; in order to remain in business, the studios had to divest themselves of the chains of theaters into which they had booked their own movies for years. Similarly, supplying talent and producing the entertainment in which to cast that talent was defined by the government as a monopoly. No agency was supposed to be able to get away with it. Just how Wasserman did get away with it owed a great deal to his brilliant instinct for recognizing and taking advantage of a critical turning point in Hollywood history. Audiences were rapidly withdrawing from the movie culture that had been so strong from the 1930s through World War II and immediately after; by the 1950s, Americans were trying to knit their lives back together after the disruption of the war years, and many were far happier to stay at home playing regular Thursday night canasta or watching I Married Joan and Dragnet than they were to get dressed up and go out to the movies. In their CinemaScope splendor, The Robe and Three Coins in the Fountain might individually clean up at the box office, but they didn’t do anything to halt the trend of declining movie revenues. With the studios in retrenchment mode, making fewer films and canceling actors’ contracts left and right, Wasserman put his energies behind television as a lucrative source of potential employment that could provide a haven for newly out-of-work movie stars. One of Wasserman’s clients—not a particularly successful one in recent years—was actor Ronald Reagan, who had become president of the Screen Actors Guild in 1947. Wasserman assured SAG that he would provide actors with desperately needed job opportunities through TV work, and Reagan saw to it that SAG granted MCA a special waiver to go into TV production. Through its home company, Revue Studios, MCA began the march on monopoly that would eventually land it in trouble with the U.S. government.

			As a TV producer, Wasserman employed the same bullying tactics that had marked his career as an agent. Performers who objected to his mafioso tactics and wanted to leave MCA were threatened with being blackballed in the industry. As the big studios were cutting back production and selling off their back lots, the balance of power was shifting to the agents—most of all, to Wasserman.

			According to Wasserman’s biographer Kathleen Sharp, so many MCA stars were appearing on Revue TV programs that a dispiriting sameness had spread across the networks, much to the consternation of many network television executives. If a TV host or producer objected to the fee the agency demanded for a guest appearance by one of MCA’s clients, Wasserman might vindictively jack up the price another notch or two. MCA did some pioneering deal making in the early days of television. In the early 1950s, one of Wasserman’s top executives, Taft Schreiber, met with William Paley, chairman of CBS Television, to tell him that he was planning to move three immensely popular radio acts—George Burns and Gracie Allen, Jack Benny, and Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy—into television. Schreiber offered Paley a deal in which the stars would own the negatives. “Who ever heard of an entertainer being owner of his material?” recalled George Burns’s longtime MCA agent, Jerry Zeitman. “NBC Radio had owned everything and that’s the way it worked! So we ended up making that deal and George ended up owning 240 episodes of The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show.”

			During Hollywood’s Golden Age of the 1930s and ’40s, most actors—even huge stars like MGM’s Clark Gable—had simply collected their salaries and done as they were told. Occasionally a savvy star such as Claudette Colbert would land an outside picture deal with profit participation. In 1950, Wasserman cut a deal that would signal an enormous shift in actors’ dealings with studios. James Stewart had signed to make the Western Winchester ’73 for Universal Pictures. Wasserman, sensing that the picture might net more money for Stewart and MCA on a straight percentage basis, cut a deal with the studio in which Stewart waived his salary in return for 50 percent of the profits. The film was a smash, and Stewart went from being a highly paid actor to being a wealthy man; it was estimated that he made $1 million on the deal, and that MCA’s take was $100,000.

			As the 1950s progressed, with the studio system steadily collapsing, more and more actors and their agents began getting rich on percentage deals and by founding their own production companies. By the time the veteran multiple Academy Award–winning director Frank Capra was setting up his final movie, Pocketful of Miracles, in 1960, the demands from actors and their agents, attorneys, and business managers were so complicated that he began to wonder why he had ever bothered to come back to make the picture; simply casting the leading male role demanded a level of deal making unknown to Capra during his salad days in the 1930s.

			But for every star like Cary Grant and Tony Curtis who worked out advantageous percentage deals, there were plenty of actors stuck with contracts that were not bringing them serious money. Major 1950s stars like Grace Kelly, who had a multiple-picture deal at MGM, and Marilyn Monroe, under a long-term contract to Twentieth Century Fox, did not make huge salaries, even though many of their pictures were top grossers. “Most of the pictures Grace did away from MGM were on loan-out to Paramount for not much money,” remembered Kelly’s MCA agent, Jay Kanter, “and usually if they loaned somebody, the studios would charge them double as to what the actors were actually getting from their contract. From time to time, on some of those pictures, Grace would get a bonus.” Kelly did better on High Society, the 1956 Cole Porter musical she made with Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby. “She sang a few lines on the record that Crosby did of ‘True Love,’” Kanter recalled, “and because the record became a huge success, and because he had a very lucrative recording deal, Grace made more on those two or three lines she sang than she did on the picture.” Marilyn Monroe, for her part, didn’t earn a salary that could be called truly substantial until her own production company made the 1957 romantic comedy The Prince and the Showgirl, costarring Laurence Olivier, and she commanded $250,000.

			Obviously, it was heady stuff for an agent to line up a lucrative deal for a star client, but the MCA bosses did have some concern about their responsibility to the film industry at large. While Wasserman encouraged his agents to work the best deal possible, there was an understanding that they were to operate within certain basic parameters and not demand anything that the industry couldn’t support in the long run. Kanter recalled that Marlon Brando’s salary for his Oscar-winning role in On the Waterfront (1954) was $125,000. Brando was famous for not wanting to go to work, but after an unpleasant and financially draining divorce from his wife, Anna Kashfi, in 1959, he was in need of quick cash. Kanter made a deal for him to do The Fugitive Kind for $1 million for United Artists. When the studio boss, Arthur Krim, called Wasserman to complain about Brando’s salary, Wasserman came into Kanter’s office to warn him, “Jay, you’re going to ruin this business.” During the 1950s, stars were not making $1 million salaries, or anything close to it. Kanter recalled that John Wayne had gotten “a deal at Fox for two or three pictures for $750,000 each. That was top money then.”

			Looking at the run of movie premieres, the casual observer might easily assume that films were more in demand than ever—big-budget, color, wide-screen pictures like Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing, Picnic, and Demetrius and the Gladiators were box-office successes. But partly because of escalating production costs since the end of the war, the number of movies being made was declining rapidly. Universal Pictures slid from producing thirty-three pictures in 1953 to eleven in 1959, Paramount Pictures from twenty-five to seventeen, MGM from thirty-four to twenty-two. (Columbia Pictures was one of the only studios to hold steady, going from thirty-three productions in 1953 to thirty in 1959.) This period saw a particularly marked decrease in the number of the black-and-white “B” pictures that had been the mainstay of the studios for so long. These films, often released on the bottom half of double bills, were cheap to make and more often than not posted a decent profit. But from the mid-1950s on, the studios would favor fewer and bigger pictures. It would become harder to make second features like Ma and Pa Kettle at Waikiki or Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy or even a classic little noir thriller like The Narrow Margin when the studios were eager to provide glossier fare.

			 • • • 
When Sue reported to work at MCA’s offices at 598 Madison Avenue, on the corner of Fifty-seventh Street, the atmosphere was very buttoned-down. The agents, under Wasserman’s orders, wore crisp black and charcoal suits and starched white shirts with black ties; “Dress British, think Yiddish” was one of Wasserman’s dictums. There was little room for personal flamboyance or individuality in Wasserman’s formal corporate atmosphere. Most employees waited for him to address them instead of saying good morning and asking how he was today; it was made clear that one did not shoot the breeze with Lew Wasserman. There was also a strict policy against personal publicity for agents. “I always turned down being interviewed,” said Jerry Zeitman. “We were not allowed to talk about ourselves. If a reporter wanted to interview us, we would talk about our clients.”

			As Jules and Doris Stein were both serious collectors of eighteenth-century English furniture, the New York offices of MCA, as well as those in Los Angeles, were showrooms that displayed the bounty from their frequent antique-hunting trips to England. The Steins believed that since the employees spent more time in the workplace than they did in their homes, the offices ought to be furnished as attractively as possible, and they leased the antiques to MCA. (They were smart businesspeople, too. Office furniture only declines in value, while antiques appreciate.) “They did insist on one thing,” remembered Jay Kanter. “Your office had to be spotless. Not a piece of paper on the desk. And at the time there was a lot of smoking going on, and they had these beautiful antique ashtrays in every office, but you could never leave your office with a speck of ash or cigarette in them. And they would go through the offices at night, making sure that everybody kept the place as it if was their own home.”

			Sue’s first post at MCA was as a general receptionist, but after several months she became Jay Kanter’s secretary. She loved taking calls from Kanter’s clients—Marlon Brando, Grace Kelly, Marilyn Monroe. Kanter recalled her as efficient and cheerful throughout the time she worked for him. She was bright, and most of the people at MCA were quite taken with her quick, sharp wit.

			In December 1955, MCA threw its annual Christmas celebration for its employees. Sue was the life of the party, sipping champagne and moving from one conversation to the next. As the party wound down, Kanter thought that things were too pleasant to break up, and he telephoned his wife, Judy Balaban, at their apartment at Two Sutton Place South. The Kanters were planning to entertain some friends with a rather elaborate after-theater party in their home the following evening, and Judy Balaban had spent two days readying the apartment, setting up the cocktail glasses on the table in the foyer, stocking the bar, arranging the dining room table, and ordering flowers for the living room. She was still applying the finishing touches when Kanter telephoned to say he was bringing home several people from the office party. It had all been Sue’s idea. “She had somehow negotiated that a whole group of affable folk would accompany Jay back to our apartment,” recalled Balaban. “There, they promptly drank all the booze, used all the plates for whatever food I had in the house, dirtied all the ashtrays. Whatever it was—gone! But Sue was very sweet with me, and the only thing that bothered me was that I had to get it all together again between then and the next night at ten o’clock!” Decades later Balaban remembered that it was the first time that Sue’s assertive personality revealed itself to her.

			But when evenings like this ended, Sue still had to get herself on the subway, back to her unglamorous existence. It must have given her cold comfort to think how far she had come from the days when she lived in Utica, not speaking more than a few words of English. She was still the little pisher from the Bronx, still the girl standing on the outside.

			One of her good friends around this time was Joan Fisher, who worked as secretary to former MCA agent Johnny Greenhut. “We became friends on the phone,” said Fisher. “We had lunch all the time at Reuben’s. We would have tongue sandwiches and corned beef sandwiches, and she always had cheesecake for dessert, and she would put it on her bill. She talked a lot about her mother. I think in a way that she felt her mother was holding her back. She saw the end of the tunnel, and she didn’t want anything in her way.”

			With movie and television stars constantly dropping by, the
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