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To my husband, Paul, and our sons, Nick and Jack






INTRODUCTION
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Reagan knew where he wanted to go, but she had a better sense of what he needed to do to get there.

—LOU CANNON,

President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime



The second weekend of February 1983 found much of the Eastern Seaboard trapped by one of the biggest snowfalls of the century. Dubbed the Megalopolitan Blizzard, it caught forecasters off guard. The nation’s capital, notoriously ill-equipped for extreme weather, was paralyzed under a frozen blanket seventeen inches deep. In suburban areas, the snow was twice as heavy, hitting new records. All of this meant the president and first lady had to cancel their plans to go to Camp David on Friday afternoon as they customarily did. But even though they were stuck in the White House for the duration, there were delights to be had as the most self-important city in the world bent to the will of Mother Nature. When the blinding storm yielded to brilliant sunshine, Washington took on the feel of an Alpine village. Beyond the edge of the South Lawn, hundreds of people in parkas and wool caps were getting around on cross-country skis.

George P. Shultz, only seven months into his tenure as secretary of state, had just returned the previous Thursday from a long trip to Asia, which included a stop in China. Coming back, he had barely beaten the storm. The first flakes were falling as his government plane touched down at Andrews Air Force Base. On Saturday afternoon, as Washington began digging out, Shultz got a call from Nancy Reagan. “Why don’t you and your wife come over and have supper with us?” she asked. There would be just the four of them, upstairs in the White House family quarters.

“So, we go over, and we’re having a nice time, and then all of a sudden the president and Nancy—both of them—are asking me about the Chinese leaders: What are they like as people? Do they have a sense of humor? Can you find their bottom line? Do they really have a bottom line?” Shultz recalled. From there, the conversation moved on to the Soviet Union, and the president began to talk about his own ideas for engaging America’s superpower enemy. Shultz was struck by how much Ronald Reagan had thought about this; how self-confident he sounded about his abilities as a negotiator. And then suddenly the new secretary of state realized that the purpose of the evening was not entirely social. Nancy had planned it so that Shultz would begin to understand something important about her husband—something that had the potential to change history.

“I’m sitting there, and it’s dawning on me: this man has never had a real conversation with a big-time Communist leader and is dying to have one. Nancy was dying for him to have one,” Shultz told me, still marveling at the moment more than thirty years later. Until that dinner, he had not really been sure that such a dialogue was possible. This, after all, was a president who had branded the Soviet Union as ruthless and immoral, and who was presiding over the biggest peacetime military buildup in US history. The Reagan administration, except for a few figures like Shultz, was populated by hard-liners who believed there could never be any such thing as a working relationship with Moscow. Did Ronald Reagan really see himself as the unlikely peacemaker who could lift the shadow of potential nuclear annihilation under which the entire planet had lived for nearly four decades? As Nancy Reagan would later put it: “For years, it had troubled me that my husband was always being portrayed by his opponents as a warmonger, simply because he believed, quite properly, in strengthening our defenses.… The world had become too small for the two superpowers not to be on speaking terms, and unless that old perception about Ronnie could be revised, nothing positive was likely to happen.”

Shultz began to understand something else that night: he had found an invaluable ally in a first lady who understood her husband as no one else did—who was, in fact, the only person in the world to whom the president was truly close. In the years that followed, he would grow to appreciate more the unseen role that she played in protecting and shaping the Reagan presidency. Nancy rarely set foot in the West Wing, but her presence was felt by everyone who worked there. When she was displeased about something, they all knew it, and those who were not in her good graces tended not to last for long.

“She watched the people around, both in the White House and around in the Cabinet. She had a pretty good idea who was really serving himself or herself and who was working for the president,” Shultz said. “I always thought anybody with any brains would make a friend of the first lady.”

Ronald Reagan was endowed with enormous gifts: vision, ambition, optimism, and an ability to make the country believe in itself. He also enjoyed the benefit of being perpetually underestimated. But it was Nancy, wary by nature, who was the shrewder judge of people. Their son, Ron Reagan, described his mother as the skeptic—and the enforcer—that his ingenuous father needed to succeed in a business as cynical and opportunistic as politics. “My father was as good a man as you’ll find in politics, or life for that matter. Very easygoing, very easy with people, very trusting of people. He was almost entirely guileless. There was no cynicism in him whatsoever. He tended to assume that other people—certainly people who were working for him and professed similar sensibilities—were like that too,” Ron said. “My mother, on the other hand, understood that people had hidden agendas and that not everybody who talked a good game would back that up. She was unforgiving when she thought somebody had betrayed my father. When somebody needed to go, she was the one to know it first and, often as not, to make that happen.”

Stu Spencer, who served as Ronnie’s chief political strategist from the dawn of his career in California, described the Reagans as “an inseparable team politically and personally. He would never have been governor without her. He would never have been president without her.” Nor without her might he have survived in the Oval Office, much less departed with a renown that would continue to shape politics for more than a generation after he left. That she would be capable of filling this role was far from obvious in her early naive days as California first lady, but over the years, Nancy grew to understand her power and to use it with great effect. When Ronnie’s presidency was on the brink of collapsing under scandal during his second term, it was Nancy who remained clear-eyed enough to put together the rescue effort. She was relentless and ruthless in engineering the firing of Donald T. Regan, his autocratic White House chief of staff. “Her particular quality was she was street smart,” Reagan biographer Edmund Morris said. “She was aggressive and a street fighter, which Reagan was not. She handled all the nasty business.”

Nancy exercised an influence unlike any first lady before or since. She was not the conscience of her husband’s presidency, as Eleanor Roosevelt had been to FDR. She claimed no policy portfolio, as Hillary Clinton did—disastrously, on health care—during Bill Clinton’s first term in the Oval Office. Nor was Nancy secretly running the government in her husband’s stead, though some critics compared her with Edith Wilson, who essentially assumed President Woodrow Wilson’s duties for the last year and a half of his second term after he suffered a near-fatal stroke in 1919.

Hers was the power that comes with intimacy. The first lady was the essential disinterested observer of the ideological battles and power struggles that went on in the White House, because she had but one preoccupation: Ronald Reagan’s well-being and success. She knew what he needed—rest, time to himself, encouragement—to be able to perform at his best, and she made sure he got it. Nancy also recognized that, unless he had the right set of people advising him, he could be led astray by his trusting nature and tendency to delegate. Her instincts, time would show, were usually right. “She was the guardian,” said James A. Baker III, who was the president’s first chief of staff and later his Treasury secretary. “She had a terrific political antenna, much better than his, in my view.”

And yet, though she was hypervigilant in tending to her husband’s image, Nancy was confoundingly clueless about managing her own. He was called the Teflon President because nothing bad ever seemed to stick to him. If that was the case, she was the Velcro First Lady. She made many missteps, and the damage from them adhered. Terrified for Ronnie’s safety after he was nearly killed by a would-be assassin just two months after he took office, she turned to an astrologer to determine when and how he should travel and make public appearances. Her purchase of more than $200,000 worth of White House china created a headache for her husband amid a recession during which the Reagan administration was cutting poverty programs. She “borrowed” designer clothes and did not give them back.

Feminists held a particular kind of scorn for a first lady who gazed at her husband as if in rapture and who proclaimed over and over again that her life did not begin until she met Ronnie. Betty Friedan, a mother of the modern women’s equality movement, had been a year ahead of Nancy at Smith College. Friedan declared the first lady to be “an anachronism” who would deny “the reality of American women today—what they want to be and what they need to be.” Just a few of the names that Nancy was called: The Iron Butterfly. The Belle of Rodeo Drive. Fancy Nancy. The Cutout Doll. The Evita of Bel-Air. Mommie Dearest. The Hairdo with Anxiety. The Ice Queen. Attila the Hen.

Nancy was complicated, and just about everyone who dealt with her found her difficult at times. But while she had the image of a haughty socialite, the first lady in person could be charming and, truth be told, more engaging company than her husband. Nancy was worldly, an excellent listener, an eager gossip. She had at the ready a deep, disarming laugh. It was the opposite with Ronnie. For all his affability, there was a remoteness to his nature. He was at heart a loner who liked people but didn’t need them.

“He doesn’t let anybody get too close,” Nancy acknowledged. “There’s a wall around him. He lets me come closer than anyone else, but there are times when even I feel that barrier.” She understood that Ronnie’s penchant for self-isolation developed as a survival skill. He was the child of an alcoholic father who led his family from one uncertain situation into another. The collapse of Ronnie’s first marriage devastated him. Nancy learned to grapple with and ultimately overcome his emotional inaccessibility during their frustrating, on-again-off-again courtship. “You can get just so far to Ronnie, and then something happens,” she reflected. “It took him a long time, I think, to feel that he could really trust me.”

Nancy too had a precarious early life. She was the product of a broken marriage, estranged from her birth father and left for a time with relatives by her mother. The trauma left her forever insecure and anxious, but also fearless when she discerned threats to the happiness and wholeness that she and Ronnie finally realized in each other. “Every marriage finds its own balance,” she wrote. “It’s part of Ronnie’s character not to confront certain problems, so I’m usually the one who brings up the tough subjects—which often makes me seem like the bad guy.” The couple filled in the voids of each other’s personalities so completely that there wasn’t much room left for anyone else—including their four children, two from his first marriage and two they had together. A dysfunctional family was the collateral heartbreak that accompanied the Reagans’ epic love.

The final, sad chapter of the Reagans’ lives together would bring another reassessment of Nancy. Even her harshest critics were moved by the stoicism and devotion she showed during the last decade of her husband’s life, as he descended deeper and deeper into Alzheimer’s disease. For the acclaim and sympathy that finally came her way, Nancy paid the highest price imaginable. Theirs had been a monumental story, and she was left to write the ending alone. “Not being able to share memories is an awful thing,” she said.

If there were ever to be an epitaph that finally solved the riddle that was Nancy Reagan, it might be the words with which she once admonished a biographer, Bob Colacello: “Don’t say I was tough. I was strong. I had to be, because Ronnie liked everybody and sometimes didn’t see or refused to see what the people around him were really up to. But everything I did, I did for Ronnie. I did for love. Remember, Bob, the most important word is love.”






CHAPTER ONE
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“I’ve always wanted to belong to somebody and to love someone who belonged to me,” Nancy Reagan once wrote. “I always wanted someone to take care of me, someone I could take care of.”

That yearning took root early in a bewildered, sensitive, and deeply insecure child. She was born Anne Frances Robbins in New York City, on July 6, 1921—though for decades, she would say it was two years later. Nicknamed Nancy from the start, this baby was the product of a bad match between an ambitious actress and an aimless car salesman. The couple would soon go their separate ways.

Nancy’s mother, Edith Luckett, was known to her friends as Edie or DeeDee or Lucky. That last nickname may have been the one that fit best. It was by a stroke of luck that Edith had made her debut on the stage, shortly before the turn of the twentieth century. A winsome, golden-haired girl, she could often be found hanging around the Columbia Theater in downtown Washington, DC, where her older brother Joe managed the front office. One night, a boy who had been cast as Little Willie in the popular Victorian Era melodrama East Lynne suddenly took sick just as the curtain was about to rise on his death scene. Edith, who had just turned eleven, was shoved into his nightie and told to play it big. “So impressive was her work that one woman in the balcony became hysterical, her cries and groans being heard in every corner,” the Washington Times wrote later of the “infant phenom.” As the curtain fell, Edith stood up and waved to the audience.

Thus began a lifetime of grabbing opportunity when it presented itself and creating it when it didn’t. Edie quit school before she was sixteen and found her way to New York, where she made the most of her brother’s theater connections. Networking, as things turned out, was a talent that would serve her longer and more usefully than anything she would ever do on the stage.

She was outspoken and socially liberal. In 1913 the Philadelphia Inquirer wrote of the young actress: “Edith Luckett is an earnest suffragist.… She believes that a radical change would be effected… were women permitted to vote against the present system.” This was nearly seven years before that would happen, with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the US Constitution.

Edie played small parts on Broadway, and bigger ones with regional theater companies, which were thriving across the country in the early twentieth century. She toured with some of the biggest names of the era, including legendary musical showman George M. Cohan and Irish tenor Chauncey Olcott. While she was doing summer stock at the Colonial Theater in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, she fell in love with a handsome twenty-three-year-old insurance agent named Kenneth Robbins. In late June 1916, after a two-month courtship, the couple drove across the state line in his Cadillac roadster to be married in Vermont.

Kenneth came from faded New England gentility. Whatever money his family might have had was long gone. He was an only child, and “kind of a momma’s boy,” according to one relative. His parents, with whom he lived, were not thrilled by the match between their son and an older actress. A newspaper account in the July 21 Washington Evening Star hinted of a hush around the wedding:

“Miss Edith Luckett, one of Washington’s prominent actresses, who played stock and amateur theatricals in this city before she became associated with Broadway stars, was secretly married June 27 to Kenneth S. Robbins of Pittsfield, Mass. The ceremony was performed by Rev. George S. Mills of the Congregational Church of Bennington, Vt.,” the story said. “The news of the marriage became known by the returning of the marriage license to Pittsfield, where Mr. Robbins resides with his father and mother, Mr. and Mrs. John N. Robbins.” The newspaper also noted that the bride “does not intend to give up the stage for the present, at least, and has agreed to appear in a new New York production which will have its initial performance shortly.”

So, their union was strained from the start. Edie was not cut out for life in a Berkshires farmhouse and insisted upon moving to New York. The couple rented a house in Flushing, a working-class neighborhood of Queens. Ken tried his hand as a theatrical booking agent, one of many endeavors at which he would fail. The only clients he could get, he would joke later, were “a one-legged tap dancer and a cross-eyed knife thrower.” A few months after the United States entered World War I in 1917, Ken enlisted in the army, where he served for a little more than a year. Soon after his return, Edie became pregnant. She refused her husband’s pleas that they move back to Pittsfield to raise their child near his family.

The marriage was effectively over by the time Nancy was born. Her father, by then selling cars in New Jersey, was not present at Sloane Hospital for her arrival. The delivery, by forceps, was botched, leaving the infant’s right eye shut. If it stayed that way for two weeks, a doctor warned Edie, Nancy might be partially blind. The new mother was furious and accused the physician of rushing the birth so that he could make the golf date she had heard him discussing just before they put her under. “If my little girl’s eye doesn’t open, so help me God, I’m going to kill you,” Edie told him. Nancy’s eye turned out to be fine, but the forceps left a small scar on the right side of her face that was visible for the rest of her life.

Motherhood did not slow down Edie or cramp her style. She asked her most famous friend, the great silent-movie star Alla Nazimova, to be the baby’s godmother. Though Nazimova is all but forgotten today, she was at one point the highest-paid actress in the world. She and Edie had been close from the time Nancy’s mother had played a small part as an unmarried pregnant passenger aboard a yacht in Nazimova’s 1917 Broadway play ’Ception Shoals.

The Crimea-born Nazimova—whom Nancy called “Zim”—had a wildly unconventional lifestyle. Nazimova made little secret of her sexual relationships with women, and was considered a founding mother of early Hollywood’s underground network of lesbian and bisexual actresses. Among its other members, it was said, were screen sirens such as Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich. Those who knew what was going on in their closet called them “the sewing circle.”

There is no evidence that Nazimova and Edie were anything more than friends and confidants. But it is easy to see why the two of them got along. “Edith was a New Woman, a suffragist and careerist who refused to grow up female in the accepted sense,” Nazimova biographer Gavin Lambert wrote. “Although she chose acting as a means of self-advancement, her real talent was in the theatre of life.”

Edie ran with a crowd that included promising young actors Spencer Tracy and Walter Huston. She entertained at parties with tales of her life and pedigree, saying she had been raised on a Virginia plantation and attended an exclusive private school. None of that was true. Edie’s parents had moved to Washington from Virginia in 1872, before the first of their five children were born. Her father, Charles, was a shipping agent for the Adams Express Company on F Street, where he spent fifty-two years handling batches of money for the US Treasury and local banks. Edie, the baby of the family, attended the city’s public schools. Nonetheless, Nancy’s mother spoke with what Lambert described as “an almost absurdly refined Southern accent. She dropped her guard but not her accent to use four-letter words and tell breathtakingly dirty jokes.”

After she and her husband split, Edie had the additional imperative of earning a living for herself and her daughter. Nancy claimed she spent the first two years of her life as a “backstage baby,” being carted by her plucky, penniless mother to the theater and post-curtain-call parties. An often-repeated story of Nancy’s early years was how the famous actress Colleen Moore first spotted Edie at a fancy party on Long Island. “She was a beautiful blonde, and she had the biggest blue eyes you ever saw. And she was carrying a tiny baby in her arms,” Moore recalled. When Moore asked her host who this woman was and whether she always hauled that baby around, he told her: “She has no choice. She just got divorced, and she doesn’t have a penny.” Moore decided she must get to know this determined mother. They became friends for life.

The full truth, it would appear, made for less of a tender story. The arrival of an inconveniently timed baby did not fit with Edie’s plans. Her child took second place to pursuing her acting career and her busy social life. In 1982 Nancy received a letter and a set of photos from a woman named Katherine Carmichael, who wrote that she had been the future first lady’s live-in nanny. The letter suggests that Edie was not as financially strapped as her daughter said she was—and perhaps as Nancy had been led to believe. From the start, Edie left Nancy for extended periods in the care of others. “Your mother travelled at times in her work as an actress; I was in full charge of you when your mother was not there. I would wheel you to Central Park every day weather permitting, I would guess for over a year, and I loved it, you were a darling,” Carmichael recalled in the letter, which is among Nancy’s papers at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library & Museum. “I remember your mother was either going abroad or in a show touring this country, and you were being sent to Virginia with relatives. All these years I would often wonder about you, and finally came across a clipping in our Portland Maine newspaper and recognized your father and mother names. I was so glad to know how well you are doing.”

Though the accompanying photos are not in the file, it would appear from her response that Nancy recognized herself as the baby in the old images. She replied: “How nice of you to write and send the snapshots. I can’t say I remember you—being a little young at the time!—but I do remember how I looked forward to being with mother.

“Thank you for looking after me so well,” she added. “I’m glad I wasn’t too much trouble.”

Carmichael’s memory was off, but only by a bit. Once Nancy was out of diapers, Edie did indeed put her in the care of an aunt and uncle. The aunt—not the place where Nancy landed—was named Virginia.

C. Audley and Virginia Galbraith lived in a modest Dutch colonial in the Battery Park neighborhood of Bethesda, Maryland, on the outskirts of Washington, DC. They converted their sunroom so that the child could have a place to sleep. Virginia was the opposite of her sister, Edie, in almost every way—so proper that she referred to her husband as “Mr. Galbraith” and went into the bathroom to undress at night. The Galbraiths were kind to Nancy; their outgoing daughter Charlotte, later a talented artist and Olympic-caliber diver, became almost a sister to the younger girl. Nancy would be a bridesmaid in her cousin Charlotte’s 1942 wedding, and Charlotte would name a daughter after Nancy.

But the next six years cast a permanent shadow on Nancy’s spirit, leaving her with an insecurity and wariness that lasted. “It was a crucial moment in my mother’s life, and one that she never really got over,” said Nancy’s son, Ron Reagan. “I’m not a psychologist, but I think she suffered from a kind of separation anxiety ever since and was very concerned about being left—being abandoned—her whole life.”

Her daughter, Patti, also discerned that something rooted in childhood trauma haunted her mother: “She always harbored a need to be noticed. I suspect she grew up clamoring for control, because the world was unpredictable, because people left her and hurt her.”

From the time Nancy was two years old until she was eight, her mother was an occasional and fleeting presence. Nancy would later come to understand that the emptiness of those early years without Edie left an imprint that subsequently affected her ability to deal with her own rebellious children. “Maybe our six-year separation is one reason I appreciated her so much, and why we never went through a period of estrangement,” she wrote. “It may also explain why, years later, during the 1960s, I couldn’t really understand how children—including my own—could turn against their parents. I always wanted to say, ‘You don’t know how lucky you are that we had all those years together.’ ”

In September 1925 four-year-old Anne Frances Robbins was enrolled in Washington’s prestigious Sidwell Friends School, where many of the city’s most prominent families sent their children. The Galbraiths paid her tuition at first. A registration form identified her mother as Mrs. K. S. Robbins, though it appears to have been signed in Edie’s absence by Virginia. Chubby, wide-eyed Nancy began kindergarten at Sidwell’s Suburban School, a structure newly built from timbers reputed to have been first used for Woodrow Wilson’s inaugural viewing stand. On her report cards, Nancy was described as smart, engaging, and eager to please. One teacher’s note from June 1927 reads: “A very bright child, very popular with the children, and a blessing to the teacher. Nancy does everything well.”

She held tea parties for her dolls by the Galbraiths’ front steps, less than ten miles from the presidential mansion where one day she would throw fifty-five glittering state dinners. A little boyfriend would cart her around the neighborhood in his red wagon. Nancy made her first trip to the White House when Calvin Coolidge lived there. Her aunt and uncle took her for the annual Easter Egg Roll for children on the South Lawn, where first lady Grace Coolidge was known to appear with a pet raccoon named Rebecca that she kept on a leash.

The brightest moments of Nancy’s life were Edie’s visits, which to her daughter felt “as if Auntie Mame herself had come to town.” The worldly actress taught Nancy and the Galbraiths the latest dances, like the Charleston. She brought gifts that included a wig of long, blonde ringlets, just like those of Mary Pickford, the silent-screen actress known as “America’s sweetheart.” Nancy, whose own hair was bobbed, wore it constantly. Occasionally, Nancy’s aunt took her to New York to see Edie perform, and the child fell in love with the musty backstage smells that she came to associate with her mother. One Christmas, the stagehands built Nancy a dollhouse.

Yet there are spans during this unsettled period in which there is no record of where Nancy was or who she was with. In February 1926, not five months after she arrived at Sidwell, its files show the four-year-old was withdrawn for the remainder of the term. “Left the city,” read a notation in the school’s files. She returned for the 1926–27 academic year but was absent from kindergarten twenty-five days of the third marking period. The explanation: “Went to Trenton, N.J.” Nancy may have been temporarily reunited with Edie, who in March 1926 was starring in Plainfield, New Jersey, in a play titled, ironically enough, Dancing Mothers. Or she might have been with her father, who also lived in New Jersey. Perhaps another relative took her in, or she was ill. What Nancy remembered from around that time was a bout with what she understood to be “double ammonia,” during which the little girl cried for the absent Edie and thought to herself: “If I had a child, and she got sick, I’d be with her.”

Sidwell’s records also include a 1928 anthology of compositions by its students. Where other first graders wrote chirpy little essays about their pets, Nancy offered a fantasy of an intact, perfect family and an image that evoked her own lonely reality: “The little girl was walking with her mother and father. They were looking for flowers, and there was not a flower in the garden.”

As an adult, Nancy bristled when it was suggested that her mother had abandoned her. But a complex set of emotional forces were set in motion by Edie’s absence. One speech she gave as first lady stands out for its raw honesty about how that time in her life left its mark. Nancy was being honored in 1986 at Boys Town, the famous orphanage in Omaha founded by Father Edward J. Flanagan. The purpose of the event was to give recognition to her antidrug advocacy. But she had another message she wanted to deliver to the 430 children in the audience: “The reason I’m here today is not because of the award, but because of you. There was a time when I didn’t quite know where I belonged, either.

“What I wished for more than anything else in the world was a normal family,” Nancy said, her voice cracking and her eyes welling up. “Do you know what happens when you hurt inside? You usually start closing your heart to people. Because that’s how you got hurt in the first place—you opened your heart. Another thing that happens is that you stop trusting people, because somewhere along the way, they probably didn’t live up to your trust.

“And there’s another thing that happens when you’ve been hurt. You start to think you’re not worth much. You think to yourself, ‘Well, how can I be worth anything, if someone would treat me in this terrible way?’ So I understand why you feel beaten down by it all.”

Speechwriter Landon Parvin, who drafted that address and many others for the first lady, recalled a line that Nancy quoted often in her public appearances. It was from the William Inge play The Dark at the Top of the Stairs, in which a mother says of her children: “I always thought I could give them life like a present, all wrapped in white with every promise of success.”

“For some reason, she couldn’t deliver this line without getting tears in her eyes,” Parvin told me. “I always tried to figure, was she talking about her mother, or her children? What was it that always brought tears to her eyes?”

Nancy’s biological father aroused no such misty sentimentality. “Since Kenneth Robbins was such a small part of my life, it is impossible for me to think of him as my father,” she wrote in Nancy, her sanitized 1980 autobiography coauthored with Bill Libby. Kenneth and Edie divorced, quietly and amicably, in late 1927. He remarried in August 1928. Edie remained on good terms with her ex-husband and occasionally helped him out financially.

Their daughter gave various and conflicting accounts of how much contact she had with her father as she was growing up. The evidence suggests he was a bigger part of her life than she acknowledged. In the 1980 memoir, she wrote she had visited Kenneth only “a few times when I was young” and that “there had never been any relationship of any kind.” Her 1989 autobiography, My Turn, indicated she last saw him when she was an adolescent. But there is at least one photo of Nancy with him, both of them looking relaxed and happy, that was taken in Massachusetts in 1941, when she was around twenty and in college. Other relatives recall him going to see her frequently in her early years in Bethesda and later in Chicago.

Nancy claimed that there was a traumatic moment, one that brought an irreparable rupture. It came, in her telling, while she was staying at his apartment. He said something insulting about her mother. Nancy announced angrily that she wanted to go home, and he locked her in a bathroom. That was the end of her contact with her biological dad, she said, adding that it left her with a lifelong fear of being in locked rooms. Nancy never specified when, exactly, this event happened. Her father’s relatives were skeptical that it did, at least not in the way she told it. They said in various news articles over the years that it would have been unlike Robbins, a sweet if aimless man, to have behaved so brutally.

Her stepbrother, Richard Davis, was also doubtful of Nancy’s account, which he did not recall her telling in the years when they were growing up. He had his own theory: Robbins was part of a chapter of her life that she simply wanted to forget; one that she preferred to pretend had never happened. “Ken Robbins was a rather decent chap, actually,” Dick said. “I think once Nancy got away from her situation with Edith’s sister and Charlotte, she probably felt pretty superior.”

Kenneth mourned this lost connection to his only child. When he died in 1972, relatives found in his wallet an old photo of him with Nancy. His mother, Anne, known as Nanee, continued to visit her sole grandchild even after Nancy moved to Los Angeles to become an actress in the 1940s.

Files at the Reagan Library include a 1982 letter to the first lady from a Vermont man named Peter Harrison. He wrote that he spent a few years of his childhood in Verona, New Jersey, near Kenneth, his second wife, Patsy, and his mother, Anne. In later years, Harrison wrote, “I remember Ken telling us his daughter Nancy was getting married to the movie star Ronald Reagan. How proud he would be to know that you are now the First Lady. He mentioned you often.” He also noted that Nancy’s grandmother had given him a bloodstone ring, which Harrison’s wife wore every day.

Nancy’s reply conspicuously makes no mention of her father, who had died a decade earlier: “I received your letter and was happy to learn of your friendship with the Robbins family. Grandmother Robbins was very special to me, and I am glad to know that you have taken such good care of her ring and that your wife is enjoying it.”

Kenneth Robbins’s finances deteriorated with a series of bad investments after World War II. A second cousin, Kathleen Young, told the Los Angeles Times’s Beverly Beyette that she phoned the California governor’s mansion several times in 1970. She wanted to alert Nancy that her biological father, whose second wife had recently died, was ill and needed money. Young said her calls were never returned. “Maybe the right word didn’t get to the right place,” she said.

Though a Look magazine profile of the California first lady written around then mentioned her biological father, that detail in the magazine article “was never picked up by the press, for which I was grateful,” Nancy said. (Ironically, it would be Kenneth Robbins’s bloodline that in 1985 qualified the nation’s first lady for acceptance into membership in the Daughters of the American Revolution.) His obituary, published in the New Jersey Herald on February 4, 1972, included no reference to his famous daughter. It noted only: “He is survived by several nieces and nephews.”

As an adult, Nancy rarely reminisced about her early years. Her own children have only a vague sense of them. When I asked her son, Ron, about her whereabouts during the months where there are gaps in her school records, he told me that “details of this period were scarce. Your guess is as good as mine.” Stu Spencer, Ronnie’s earliest and closest political strategist, said Nancy’s reticence contrasted with the nostalgic bent of her husband, who often told stories of the early hardships that had formed his character: “Reagan talked about his childhood, but I never heard her talk about hers. She’d never talk about it.”

Douglas Wick, an Academy Award–winning movie producer whose parents were close to the Reagans, knew Nancy from the time he was in grade school. A close friend and admirer of hers through the end of her life, Wick came to believe that the pain of Nancy’s early childhood helped explain the keen radar she developed about other people and made her wary of letting them know too much about her. Both were a means of protecting herself.

“She had so much fear, from the instability of her own upbringing and whatever demons she had from that; in her background, where she was embarrassed, so embarrassed, not to have a mother—a regular mother—so embarrassed not to have a regular father,” Wick explained. “I always thought shame and embarrassment were what she most feared. Hence, she was very good at going stealth, not revealing her true self, except when she felt comfortable.”



Nancy’s official biography as California first lady wipes her story entirely clean of its complicated beginnings. That document, which is in the records of the Reagan Library, begins with two lies: “Nancy Davis Reagan was born in Chicago, the only daughter of Dr. and Mrs. Loyal Davis.” But maybe that was simply how she saw it. Seven-year-old Nancy got a new beginning in the spring of 1929, when Edie arrived in Bethesda to deliver a big announcement. She sat on her daughter’s bed and told her she was getting married. They were moving to Chicago. Together.

So entered the second most important man in Nancy’s life, and the only one she would ever again think of as her father. Edie met Loyal Davis, a thirty-one-year-old associate professor of surgery at Northwestern University, on a ship to England in July 1927. With her daughter in Maryland, Edie was headed for a European vacation with two friends from the theater. Most accounts say she had an acting gig there; her diary suggests it was primarily a pleasure trip. Loyal was on his way to deliver a presentation in London on neurosurgery, his specialty, which was then in its infancy.

At the time he met Edie, Loyal’s own personal life was in turmoil. His eight-year marriage to a former nurse named Pearl McElroy was collapsing. Pearl had declined his entreaties to leave their two-year-old son, Richard, in the care of her mother in Chicago and join Loyal on the voyage to England. “Perhaps I did not insist strongly enough,” he conceded later. So Loyal shared a cabin with another doctor.

In her diary, Edie recorded her impressions of that journey aboard Hamburg-American’s SS New York, a state-of-the-art luxury liner launched just the year before. The journal is a tan leather volume, with the initials E.L. embossed in gold. Friends had given it to her so that she could compile a keepsake of the trip. One entry notes that on the evening of July 15, her first full day at sea, Edie “went to the movie—met Doctor Davis—he joined me for liquer [sic] after the movies—we all walked on deck.” Edie also asked her fellow passengers to write inscriptions in her journal. One is an awkwardly affectionate note from Loyal Davis, who wrote that he found Edie “most charming.”

As was usually the case, Edie drew attention and admirers wherever she went. Her diary suggests that she was juggling several suitors on the voyage, including one young man she deemed “a pest. He is a very intellectual cultured boy but he follows me around from noon till nite & it’s a nuisance.” The captain threw a surprise dinner party for her birthday on July 16. At a masquerade ball a week into the voyage, Edie wrote that she “dressed up like a colored ‘mammy.’ [An] old woman came up to me & said, ‘Hey, you, stop flirting with my husband. I’ve watched you since you got on board & I’ll get you good before you get off the boat.’ ” Edie’s friends, including her new acquaintance Loyal Davis, intervened with the woman and “took her in the hall & told her they would have the capt. put her in chains if she annoyed me again.”

Amid the gaiety, Edie wrote often how much she missed her little girl. “I do nothing but talk about my baby to everyone,” says one entry dated July 21. And from Paris the following week: “Sunday spent the day at Fontainebleau. Would have been heavenly if my baby had been with us.” A poem written in the diary by her friend and traveling companion Jack Alicoate, a Broadway writer and producer, also hinted at signs of stress and longing beneath Edie’s happy-go-lucky exterior:


Remember they’re calling you Lucky

And the kid that’s dependent on you

So up with that chin and keep plucky

The world will belong to you too.



Edie was closing in on forty, though she still claimed she was nearly a decade younger. That meant she was reaching an age, whether she acknowledged the number or not, when her stage career would not go on much longer. Meanwhile, she would soon have another concern: Nancy’s aunt and uncle were being transferred to Atlanta by the Southern Railroad, leaving her with nowhere to put the child.

Edie needed some new options. She needed them fast. And as it happened, both professional and personal opportunities were opening for her in Chicago. She got a part at the city’s Blackstone Theatre playing opposite Spencer Tracy in George M. Cohan’s farce The Baby Cyclone. Then followed another one there in Elmer the Great, a Ring Lardner baseball comedy starring her old friend Walter Huston, who by then had become a big name.

All of which gave her a chance to resume the romance that had begun as a shipboard fling with Loyal Davis. He was back in Chicago, living miserably and alone in a hotel. Not long after Loyal returned from the European trip on which he had met Edie, his wife, Pearl, went to visit friends in Los Angeles. “It was but a week or so later that she informed me that she was going to Reno, Nevada, to seek a divorce,” he recalled.

Pearl had been resentful of the expectations that came with being a proper doctor’s wife and had little interest in Loyal’s surgical and academic endeavors. She and her rigidly demanding husband fought over her sloppy housekeeping and her indifferent approach to caring for their son. Word went round that Pearl was also having an affair with another physician, one of Loyal’s best friends. Loyal was devastated and worried what the stigma of a failed marriage might do to his career.

One day Dr. Allen B. Kanavel, who had established the Department of Neurological Surgery at Northwestern University Medical School, took Loyal aside in an empty room at Wesley Memorial Hospital. His mentor told the young doctor that he knew about his personal situation and offered some advice: “Never hug a bad bargain to your breast.” Loyal decided not to contest the divorce.



Loyal and Edie were not an obvious match, either in demeanor or background. As Nancy put it: “My father was tall and dark; my mother was short and blonde. He was a Republican; she was a Democrat. He was often severe; she was always laughing. He was an only child; she came from a large family. He was reserved; she knew everybody.”

But Edie’s arrival in his life brought air and light to Loyal’s constricted, work-centered existence. She introduced him to the glamorous and colorful characters she had cultivated in the theater. She charmed his colleagues. “My professional and personal life became calm and happy,” Loyal wrote. “She taught me to change my asocial tendencies and habits, to develop a sense of humor, to retain my desire and energy to succeed but to relax and enjoy the association of friends.”

Still, after the disgrace of a divorce, Loyal was not sure whether an actress—in this case, a foulmouthed one with a blemished marital history of her own—would be suitable as a doctor’s partner for life. So once again, he looked to Kanavel for guidance. “Dr. Kanavel invited himself to her apartment for her to cook dinner to make certain, he told her, whether it was right for us to be married,” Loyal said.

Kanavel approved, and even served as best man for Loyal and Edie’s wedding at Chicago’s Fourth Presbyterian Church during an early heat wave on May 21, 1929. Their other attendant was eight-year-old Nancy, who wore a blue pleated dress and carried flowers. “I was happy for Mother, but I can remember, even then, feeling twinges of jealousy—a feeling I was to experience years later, from the other side, after I married a man with children,” Nancy recalled. “Dr. Davis was taking part of her away from me, and after being separated from Mother for so long, I wanted her all to myself.”

The story of that 1929 wedding is one that Nancy repeated many times. In her personal documents at the Reagan Library is a certificate from the ceremony, signed by the church’s pastor, Harrison Ray Anderson. But New York City records show that Edie and Loyal actually were married the previous year in a wedding they apparently kept a secret. It happened on October 20, 1928, at St. Luke’s, a Lutheran church on West Forty-Sixth Street, just a couple of blocks from the Lyceum Theatre, where Edie was performing during the brief Broadway run of Elmer the Great. That was a Saturday, so they presumably had to squeeze in their vows around a two thirty matinee and an eight thirty evening show. The witnesses were Walter Huston and his costar in the play, Nan Sunderland, who became his wife a few years later. Clergyman William Koepchen did the officiating.

The certificate they all signed identifies Edie under her married name of Edith Robbins. It also lists her age as thirty-two, the same as Loyal’s, and her birthplace as Petersburg, Virginia. (District of Columbia birth records indicate she was born in that city, six years earlier than she claimed on the New York marriage registry.)

All of this furtiveness surrounding the wedding raises questions: Why the rush to get married, less than a year after they had met? Why wait to tell Nancy of the existence of a stepfather until the following year? And why go through the charade of an engagement and a second ceremony in Chicago?

One possibility is that there was a pregnancy scare or other imperative to legalize their union before they acknowledged it publicly. Perhaps their passion was so great that they simply could not wait any longer to live together. Whatever the reason for the urgency, this marriage turned out to be a long and happy one. Edie and Loyal remained delighted with and devoted to each other for more than five decades.

Nancy’s mother had charted a new direction for both her own life and that of her little girl. “She saw Loyal as her lifeline and grabbed on without letting go,” Edie’s pal Lester Weinrott, a Chicago radio producer and director, later told author Kitty Kelley. “She wanted to legitimize herself and give her daughter a break.”

Loyal provided a safe landing and also a launch pad. The son of a poorly educated railroad man, he had the drive it took to become recognized as one of the country’s most brilliant men of medicine. “The pair of sculptured hands cast in bronze that serve as book-ends at the apartment of Dr. and Mrs. Loyal Davis at 215 Lake Shore Drive are Dr. Davis’ own hands,” the Chicago Tribune noted in 1935. “Mrs. Davis had Sculptor Bernard Frazier do the hands of Dr. Davis, famous brain surgeon.”

His professional accomplishments notwithstanding, it was Edie’s spark, her savvy, her genius for knowing who to know that propelled the Davises into Chicago’s elite. “Over the years, she transformed herself and this dour little man from the wrong side of the tracks in Galesburg, Illinois, into something that Chicago society had to pay attention to,” Weinrott said. “It was the greatest performance she ever gave, and I salute her for it.”

Loyal recognized that as well. “She works in mysterious ways,” he once said of his wife. “She’s better known in Chicago than I am, and there is no question of that.”

Forged together by an unconditional faith in what they could do as a couple, Edie and Loyal both complemented each other’s strengths and compensated for the weaknesses in the other. The parallels to the Reagans are impossible to miss. Dick Davis, Loyal’s son from his first marriage, moved in with the family in 1939, when he was twelve years old. As he told me the first time we talked: “Nancy’s marriage to the president mimicked her mother.”

So whatever scars Edie’s early absence and neglect left on Nancy, she had bequeathed to her daughter two priceless gifts: the security Nancy craved and a prototype for the kind of love partnership that would provide it. Edie’s lesson to Nancy was that one plus one could be ever so much more than two. The right kind of union could be both a refuge and a ride on a comet. “If you want to understand Nancy Reagan, look at her mother,” said Robert Higdon, an aide and longtime friend to the first lady.

Edie died from Alzheimer’s disease in 1987. As Nancy sorted and packed her mother’s belongings, she came across a small gold ring engraved with both of their initials: E-N. The nation’s first lady slipped it on her own finger. “No one,” she said, “will ever know the debt I owed my mother.”






CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]

The headline over a full-page Chicago Tribune story on Sunday, January 7, 1940, declared: “Society Bids Farewell to the 1930s and Greets ’40s.”


“Good-by to the Dirty Thirties—

Life Begins in Forty.”



That was how a society columnist who went by the pen name “Cousin Eve” began a breathless roundup of the holiday-season events that ushered in a new decade for the city’s advantaged class. One of the celebrations mentioned in her column that Sunday was a coming-out party that had taken place ten days earlier at Chicago’s most exclusive club, the Casino. “Seldom has this beautiful private club looked as chic. Dr. and Mrs. Davis received in the loggia with their bud, among bouquets and baskets of winter roses,” the columnist gushed. “The debutante was fresh as a rose herself in white gauze frosted in silver.”

Nancy, then in her freshman year at Smith College, in Massachusetts, had fretted over every detail of the late-afternoon tea dance at which she made her formal debut into society. She and Loyal had an argument—the only one her stepbrother, Richard, remembered between them—over the surgeon’s stern decree that there would be no alcohol. “I think he was very disgusted by people who drank,” Dick said. “He simply did not want to see these teenagers intoxicated, and put his foot down, very hard. This upset her because all of her girlfriends were having these debut parties and served liquor. She didn’t want to be different in that sense.”

Nancy should not have feared the party would be a dud—not so long as the arrangements were in the hands of her mother. Edie had timed it to coincide with the arrival in Chicago of Princeton University’s Triangle Club theater troupe. Edie invited them all, ensuring that Nancy’s tea dance would be teeming with eligible young men. In her Chicago Tribune column, “Cousin Eve” took note of how the oval ballroom’s soft lights caught the gleam of red cellophane bows and illuminated the party’s whimsical decorations, which included sparkly top hats with criss-crossed walking sticks. A ten-man orchestra was “beating so lustily the tom-toms that one heard their throb in the street. So young was this party and so carefree the dancers that my neighbor, a lovely in middle thirties, sighed deeply, and yearned to begin life all over again.”

The grandiloquent prose aside, it was understandable that Americans in all walks of life were looking for a fresh beginning at the dawn of the 1940s. The nation was struggling to climb out of a catastrophic economic collapse, and, across the ocean, forces of extremism were building for another world war, which had already begun in Europe. No one knew then that they were just a few years away from the biggest bloodbath in human history.

Chicago had seen more than its share of suffering during the Great Depression, particularly in its early years. Even before the 1929 stock market crash, its municipal government had become virtually insolvent, and by early 1932, the city’s emergency relief funds were depleted. Chicago’s unemployment rate at one point reached 50 percent. Breadlines and soup kitchens were common; one of the biggest was run by the gangster Al Capone on South State Street. In the heart of the city near Grant Park, destitute men built a huge shantytown of discarded bricks, wood, and sheet metal. They facetiously called it Hooverville, after the highly unpopular president they blamed for their troubles. The name quickly caught on, and Hoovervilles sprang up across the country.

But all of this misery was a world away from Nancy’s privileged existence as a young woman coming of age along the eastward-bending shoulder of elegant and fashionable Lake Shore Drive, which was among the city’s fanciest addresses. “When my mother met Loyal Davis and brought me to Chicago, it was like the happy ending to a fairy tale,” Nancy said. The Davises lived in several apartments as they moved upward onto Chicago’s famed Gold Coast. By the time Nancy was in her teens, they had settled onto the fourteenth floor of a classically styled lakefront building near the Drake Hotel. The hotel was where heads of state and European royalty stayed when they were in the Windy City. Nancy cut through the Drake lobby on her daily walk to school and breathed in the ambience.

Summers for young Nancy meant eight weeks at Camp Kechuwa on the upper peninsula of Michigan, where the Lake Michigamme water was so clean that the girls brushed their teeth with it. “Will you please tell Mother that I wove a rug for the guest bathroom. How do you like my book plates I made? I hope you like them,” Nancy wrote in one undated letter to Loyal. “I passed a safety test for canoeing so I can go out in a canoe alone.”

Among Nancy’s other childhood pleasures were trips to visit Loyal’s parents in Galesburg. It is a town forty-five miles northwest of Peoria, one of seven spots where Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas debated during their storied 1858 race for the US Senate, which former congressman Lincoln lost to the incumbent but emerged from as a nationally prominent figure. Galesburg is also where a little boy nicknamed Dutch Reagan had once lived briefly.

Loyal’s father, Al Davis, built Nancy and Dick a playhouse in the backyard of the family home at 219 Walnut Avenue. The first lady reminisced in a March 1981 letter that it was a place “which I adored and spent many make-believe hours in. Little did I dream at that time that my playhouse would someday be the White House.” Nancy did, however, have aspirations. Once, the neighborhood children put on a show in the Davis yard, to an audience seated on chairs that Al borrowed from a local mortuary. Nancy sang “The Sidewalks of New York” and announced at the end of her performance that the next time anyone in the town saw her, it would be on a movie screen.

For the first two years after her 1929 move to Chicago, Nancy attended University School for Girls. In 1931, still known as Nancy Robbins, she was enrolled in the more prestigious Chicago Latin School for Girls, then located in a four-story brick building at 59 East Scott Street, a half mile from the Davises’ apartment. Tuition by the time she graduated from high school, in a class of fourteen young women, was $650 a year, which for nearly half the Depression-era families in Chicago represented more than six months of income.

Girls Latin followed a progressive educational approach known as the Quincy Method, which had begun catching on across the country in the late eighteen hundreds. Its students were expected to take woodshop and spend at least twenty minutes each day in outdoor recess, a rare requirement among elite female schools at the time. But other parts of its curriculum were far more structured and conventional. One dreaded ritual was the annual posture walk, where girls would parade and be judged on how they carried themselves. The winner was awarded a letter, as if standing up properly were a varsity sport. They all wore blue skirts with white blouses, except on Fridays, when the uniform was a navy silk dress with white collar and cuffs. Makeup, nail polish, and jewelry—beyond a watch and one ring—were banned. Students were expected to stand when a parent or faculty member entered the classroom and remain on their feet until a teacher signaled them to be seated.

Nancy’s nickname was “Pinky,” a playful reference to the color of the cotton underwear she wore in sixth grade; her good friend Jean Wescott was called “Whitey” for hers. Nancy “was not particularly a good student and not a good athlete,” her stepbrother, Dick, told me. But she was popular—“the personification of a southern belle,” according to Girls Latin’s 1937 yearbook. Nancy played forward on the field hockey team and was president of both the Athletic Association and the sophomore class. The seniors a year ahead of her jokingly bequeathed Nancy a scrapbook to hold all her pictures of screen idol Tyrone Power. Wescott, who would later be her roommate at Smith, recalled: “We bought every movie magazine. She liked Bing Crosby. I liked Ronald Reagan. She said, ‘I don’t know what you see in Ronald Reagan.’ ”

In one area, Nancy outshone everyone else. “Nancy’s social perfection is a constant source of amazement,” her 1939 yearbook marveled. “She is invariably becomingly and suitably dressed. She can talk and even better listen intelligently, to anyone from her little kindergarten partner at the Halloween party, to the grandmother of one of her friends. Even in the seventh grade, when we first began to mingle with the male of the species, Nancy was completely poised. While the rest of us huddled self-consciously on one side of the room, casting surreptitious glances at the men, aged thirteen, opposite us, Nancy actually crossed the yawning emptiness separating the two groups and serenely began a conversation—with a boy.”

She already styled herself an actress in training and starred in the senior play—presciently, one called First Lady—as a character named Lucy Chase Wayne, the scheming wife of a presidential candidate. “Nancy knows not only her own lines but everyone else’s,” the yearbook noted. “She picks up the cue her terrified classmates forget to give, improvises speeches for all and sundry. Just a part of the game for Nancy.”

In her senior year, Nancy was also selected to be student judge, a position that involved meting out punishments to girls who had committed infractions such as coming back from lunch wearing a smidge of lipstick, or failing to pass the daily noon inspection of their desks for neatness. She did not cut any slack. “Nancy had a very effective approach to a culprit, looking straight at her and asking, ‘Why did you do that?’ ” one retired teacher wrote.

Her grades were mediocre, which teachers attributed not to lack of effort or intelligence but anxiety. “She works very faithfully and does well from day to day. In spite of much experience, she is nervous about examinations and never does herself justice on them,” read one note in her record. “Fine cooperation and attention. Accurate, does not guess. Extremely good visual memory and observation which might be used pedagogically,” another noted. “Her daily work is better than her tests.”



The Latin School files also hint at an early disquietude that accompanied the “fairy-tale” turn Nancy’s life had taken. “When she entered the school, her mother had just remarried, and Nancy had an adjustment to make to her stepfather, Dr. Loyal Davis, a brain specialist of whom she stood in awe,” one teacher wrote.

It is not surprising that she might have been intimidated by her new stepfather at first. Loyal (“a terrible name, and quite a handicap,” he said) was the proud, stern son of a locomotive engineer. Growing up in Galesburg, he lived with his parents on a street known as Scab Alley, in a set of row houses that had been built by the railroad during an 1888 strike. His father never made it as far as high school, having been forced to go to work at the age of seven. But Al Davis was determined that his only child would earn a living with his head, not his back. On nights when Al was not away on runs to Chicago for the Burlington Railroad, he monitored his son’s schoolwork at the kitchen table. “My father knew nothing about my studies and couldn’t aid me, but he sat next to me as though his presence would help,” Loyal wrote later.

Fueled by those expectations and his own inner drive, Loyal was an unbending perfectionist, obdurate and disciplined from an early age. One year when he was in grade school, Loyal compiled a perfect Sunday school attendance record at Galesburg’s Grace Episcopal Church, his sights set on a prayer book that was to be awarded to a boy and a girl. Loyal donned a black cassock and white surplice to lend his quavery voice to the choir and carried the cross at the head of the procession into services. He even pumped the organ.

But at the end of the year, the prize went to a boy whose father owned the town’s largest department store. “I was the only boy to have such a record, and I knew that,” Loyal wrote in his 1973 memoir, still burning at the injustice of it. “I was angered and crushed in spirit. When I got home, I announced I would never go back to the church again.”

From then on, Loyal proclaimed himself a nonbeliever: “I have never been able to subscribe to the divinity of Jesus Christ nor to his virgin birth. I don’t believe in his resurrection, or a heaven or hell as places. If we are remembered and discussed with pleasure and happiness after death, this is our heavenly reward and mortality for having led a good life.”

He graduated from high school at sixteen as his class valedictorian, attended nearby Knox College for two years on scholarship, and then headed to Chicago and Northwestern University Medical School, from which he received his degree in 1918 at the age of twenty-two. After an internship at Cook County Hospital, he joined a general-medicine practice back in Galesburg.

This was right around the time he married nurse Pearl McElroy. “She was beautifully impressive in her black velvet dress with her black hair and brown eyes, the first time we met as the result of a date arranged by telephone by a mutual friend,” Loyal recalled. “Our courtship was short, and there was no chance to learn about each other’s idiosyncrasies.”

Those became apparent soon enough. “I was unable to accept her dislike and ineptitude for housekeeping. She had left a small town for the attractions in Chicago; she was not prepared to settle down to life in Galesburg,” Loyal said. There were also financial problems, as his practice was not earning much, and Loyal had to borrow to furnish their apartment and pay for a Velie coupe automobile.

So, in search of “security as against an uncertain future,” he headed back to Northwestern to train as a neurosurgeon. In 1923 and 1924, Loyal did a stint in Boston working under Dr. Harvey Cushing, considered among the most renowned surgeons in history. (As first lady, Nancy would get the postal service to issue a stamp in Cushing’s honor in 1988.) Afterward, Loyal returned to Northwestern and joined the faculty as an associate professor.

Loyal inspired more fear than affection in those he taught. He could call the roll in class by memory and demanded silence in the operating room. On Saturday mornings he held clinics where he drilled first-year medical students on how to take a patient’s history and make a diagnosis. For those aspiring physicians, these sessions felt “like sitting on a powder keg waiting for someone to light a match,” recalled Harold L. Method, a one-time All-America football player who went on to be a prominent surgeon himself. “Woe to the student who was not properly attired—clean shaven, clean shirt, tie, and jacket.” Indeed, Loyal, who sported a stylish wardrobe at a time when most doctors on the hospital staff wore white shirts and gray suits, was known to expel from class students whose grooming and clothes did not meet his standards. “If you are to become a doctor,” he decreed, “you must look like one.”

But there was another, softer side to Loyal Davis. Frank Stinchfield, a student of his in 1932, was too poor to replace his tattered overcoat. One day he found an expensive new Burberry in his locker, with a note that said only: “For Frank.” Not for months would Stinchfield, later a pioneer in hip replacements, discover the identity of his mysterious benefactor. As he recounted the story at a 1982 memorial service for his old professor: “It wasn’t until spring cleaning that I discovered a sales slip from Abercrombie & Fitch in an inside pocket, which read: ‘Sold to Dr. Loyal Davis.’ ”

One of the harshest stories about Loyal—difficult to nail down but told often—came to light in Ronnie and Jesse, a 1969 book by journalist and biographer Lou Cannon about the political rivalry between the conservative California governor and assembly speaker Jesse Unruh, a fearsome liberal. The detail about Loyal comes as an aside to the book’s main narrative.

“A California physician who interned under Dr. Davis remembers that his fellow interns chafed under his strictness. In those days the interns were frequently called to deliver babies in the city’s Negro districts, and they would, on occasion, be asked by the mother to suggest a name for the child they had helped bring into the world. The interns invariably suggested the name Loyal Davis, a practice that was brought to the attention of the esteemed surgeon and finally prompted a bulletin board edict that interns were in no case to assist in naming an infant.”

In her scorching 1991 biography of Nancy, Kitty Kelley wrote that the interns did this “out of spite” and revulsion to what she claimed was their professor’s “virulent racism.” Others have denied that bigotry was among Loyal’s faults. His longtime medical partner Daniel Ruge, who was also the first Reagan White House physician, told author Bob Colacello in 1981: “I had a patient one time whose name was Loyal Davis Washington. I think it was done more as a joke, but you can’t tell. It’s true, a lot of people didn’t like him. He was a strong personality.”

Kelley also wrote that Edie was a racist who once berated actress Carol Channing for bringing the singer Eartha Kitt, an African American, to a party at the Davis apartment. In a letter to Nancy after the book was published, Channing accused Kelley of having “fabricated a malicious story” and offered a vastly different one: “Your mom was a dear friend. When Eartha Kitt called while I was playing in Chicago in ‘Wonderful Town’ ”—which would have been around 1954—“I took her to see your mother, and being the lady that she was, she secured a hotel for Eartha,” Channing wrote. “All we theater folk depended on your mother to supply those necessities like schools for our children, doctors, playgrounds—the essentials of life.”

Granted, Edie was a product of a different time. She told racist jokes and was known to have used the word nigger. But other accounts attest to her empathy with the plight of African Americans in the era before the civil rights movement. In a 1985 interview for the Black Women Oral History Project at Harvard University, Etta Moten Barnett, a contralto and actress who played Bess in George Gershwin’s 1942 Broadway revival of Porgy and Bess, talked of her own friendship with Nancy’s mother. The two of them had gotten to know each other while working in radio in Chicago.

The African American star noted that it was Edith, not she, who voiced characters who spoke in black dialect on the radio programs on which they performed. That was the kind of practice that would make modern audiences cringe. Still, Barnett insisted, Edith “just could not stand discrimination. Any time she thought that I might be going into a situation where I might be discriminated against, she wanted me to let her know. You talk about Miss Lillian—what’s his name’s mother? You know, Carter’s mother.” (President Jimmy Carter’s mother was known for her kindness to blacks, including receiving them in her parlor in Plains, Georgia, when that was not generally done by whites in the Deep South.) “She could not hold a light to Edith Davis if she got started, because she just couldn’t stand it. She just was very much against discrimination, and she let it be known in very good, strong language.”

Barnett recalled telling Edie that she planned to bring her granddaughter up to Chicago from Memphis and hoped to enroll her in Girls Latin. According to Barnett’s account, Edie replied: “When Nancy went to Latin School, they didn’t have any Negroes there. Now, if you have any trouble, you let me know. I don’t want no foolishness from those damn people.”

There was another thing that Barnett said she noticed when she became friends with Edie: a tension between mother and daughter, who at times seemed like they were almost in a competition for the affection of a man who did not offer it easily. As Barnett put it: “Nancy made on over her father—stepfather —who adopted her, more than she did her mother, like she was probably prouder of him or something.”

Or perhaps it was a craving for validation and acceptance. When Loyal arrived in Nancy’s life, she became part of a new family, but in at least one important sense, she was still an outsider in her own home. That she did not carry the name of the man she so adored was a source of awkwardness and shame. So it was a momentous day when Nancy Robbins arrived at school with an announcement: “You can call me Nancy Davis from now on.”

From the moment she was legally adopted, Nancy would recognize no other identity. She once held up her hands during an interview with Reagan biographer Edmund Morris and declared: “I have his hands—surgeon’s hands.”

“You mean your real father, not your stepfather’s?” Morris asked, perplexed.

Nancy replied, this time more firmly: “I have my father’s hands.”

In the files of the Reagan Library is an essay that Nancy wrote in October 1938, when she was a senior in high school. The composition is titled “Surgeon Extraordinary.” For most of it, Nancy described herself in the third person, as the daughter of a most impressive man. Her version of events indicates that she had asked Loyal to adopt her the previous year—in 1937—as a way of “telling him that she was grateful and that as far as she was concerned, he would always be tops.” When she made the request to become his daughter, Nancy wrote, “he understood, because by that time, they had reached the place where no words were necessary.”

But that is not exactly how it happened. Nancy had engineered her adoption herself, with a preternatural determination for a girl her age. She sought out Orville Taylor, a neighbor who was a lawyer, and asked him how to go about it. On a trip to New York, she met with Kenneth Robbins near Grand Central Station and presented him, apparently by surprise, with papers to sign relinquishing his rights as her biological father. Her account of that meeting is still more evidence that Robbins felt deeply attached to his only child and was not the uncaring figure she later portrayed him to be. He was wounded by her request, as was Nanee Robbins, his mother. “He came with my grandmother to meet me under the clock at the Biltmore Hotel,” Nancy recalled. “I explained what I wanted to do, and they agreed, reluctantly. I’m sure it hurt my grandmother terribly.”

Then she sent a wire to Loyal in Chicago. Her message contained only two words: “Hi Dad.”

Loyal had taken no role in making it happen. As Nancy’s son, Ron, put it: “The way she [told] it was that he was happy to adopt her, but that she would need to ask to be adopted. That had to be her desire, her choice, and she needed to make the request. I’m not sure exactly how that went, but that seems a little bit cold to me.” Loyal’s hesitation stemmed not from a lack of affection but rather from his sense of propriety. He wrote later that adopting Nancy was something he had wished for “very much but was somewhat hesitant to institute the proceeding because her father and paternal grandmother were alive.”

The timing of all of this, and precisely how it unfolded, remain vague. Her brother, Dick, told me she was adopted when she was sixteen, which suggests it was around the latter half of 1937 or the first half of 1938. In Girls Latin yearbooks, her name changed from Nancy Robbins to Nancy Davis between her freshman and sophomore years. That puts it at an earlier point, somewhere around 1936. Her adoption petition was not filed in Cook County until later, on April 19, 1938, according to Kitty Kelley’s book.

So, her adoption does not appear to have happened as quickly or cleanly as she later claimed it did. What is clear is how badly she yearned for her bond with Loyal to be legally recognized and how slow he was in embracing the idea. She had been living under his roof for at least six years, and possibly close to nine, before her stepfather granted what Nancy wanted more than anything else and claimed her as his daughter. Her attachment to Loyal, her need for the security that came with belonging to him, foreshadowed the intensity of what Nancy would one day feel for Ronnie, though the two most important men in her life were different in nearly every way. The stepfather she held in awe was a prickly figure—a man of high professional standards and inflexible personal ones. Once, over dinner, she asked him what he thought happiness was. Loyal told her: “Nancy, the answer to happiness is almost twenty-five hundred years old, and it’s basically what the Greeks said. It’s the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of one’s life.”

From the beginning of their life together, Nancy had spent as much time as she could at Loyal’s side. She accompanied him on visits with patients in Joliet and other towns near Chicago. When she was in her teens, Loyal permitted her to watch from a glassed-in balcony as he performed brain surgery. “My father seemed to perform miracles,” she said.

Her stepbrother, Dick, was a frequent visitor during Nancy’s early years in Chicago and moved in permanently when his mother, Loyal’s first wife, Pearl, died of tuberculosis in 1939. As Nancy had, Dick saw his new blended family as the storybook ending to a sad, unsettled chapter of his childhood. “I hate to say it, but I didn’t care for my biological mother at all. I really didn’t have a mother. She drank a lot,” he told me. Dick ran away from home several times.

When he first met his stepsister, the forlorn little boy looked with envy on the life that Nancy was living in Chicago and the affection that his father showered on her. “My first memory of Nancy was probably when she was in the third or fourth grade,” Dick recalled. “In those days, she wore a school uniform: tunic, knee socks, and a beret. At the beginning of the school year, my father and I would walk her to the corner of the drive and get her off to school. She had a bouncy gait, was very vivacious, and was a happy child. She would speak to everyone on the way.

“With each step, the tunic, which was too short, would sort of pop up in the air, and we’d see her bloomers. Father would say, ‘Richard, Nancy has on those dreadful navy-blue bloomers, doesn’t she?’ and I would dutifully agree. And then he’d say, with a big, broad smile, ‘Isn’t she just the most wonderful child?’ ”

Nancy and Loyal often spoke to each other in pig Latin, treating the made-up language as their secret code. When she was fifteen years old, her brother recalled, Nancy still sat on Loyal’s lap. She nestled there as the family listened to the 1936 radio broadcast in which King Edward VIII of Great Britain abdicated his throne to marry the woman he loved, twice-divorced Wallis Simpson, a commoner from America.

Nancy “was a flirt, no doubt about that,” Nancy’s mother told author Anne Edwards. “Aren’t all little girls? She always tried to get Loyal’s attention, and he responded. Why wouldn’t he?”

There was another reason Loyal and Nancy were so close. In temperament, she was more like her straitlaced adoptive father than like her effervescent biological mother. Her sense of propriety matched his, and she worked hard to win his approval. “He wanted me to earn his love,” she once told her daughter, Patti, as though the parental bond were subject to some sort of initiation rite. “He wanted to be sure that I was serious about it. So I did everything he wanted. I never disobeyed him.”

Among Nancy’s personal papers at the Reagan Library is an undated, typewritten note from Loyal about some unmentioned infraction she had committed. He apparently slipped the missive into her room after she had gone to sleep. “Nancy dear,” he began, “I am sorry too that you had a little lapse of memory. We won’t do that again, will we? You must always be the ladylike Nancy that you really are, regardless of what other little girls with whom you play do or say.

“Night big boy. Sleep tight. I’ll wake you in the morning when I leave.”

He signed it “Doctor Loyal,” which was the name that Nancy continued to call him after he adopted her. “I knew he would have loved it if I had called him Dad, and in retrospect I wish I had,” Nancy said. “But at the time, I just couldn’t.”

Even after Nancy left for college, her father remained her center of gravity, her primary source of the reassurance she craved. The Reagan Library files contain another letter from Loyal, postmarked December 6, 1939. That was surely a time of both excitement and stress for Nancy. She was adjusting to her first semester at Smith while preparing to make her debut in Chicago a few weeks later. In it, Loyal seems to be trying to soothe some angst on her part:


Nance dearest,

We’ve both left unsaid a number of things that each of us knew to be true and fully understood. I’m sure you know I love you, but I’m afraid I haven’t told you so enough.

I’m repaid more than enough by your love and respect which you’ve given me and by knowing you are honest, frank, direct and dependable. These are things which many of us have to acquire in later years, but you have them already. There has never been, and will not be ever, any question in my mind that you are trying to do a good job.

Lots and lots of love dearest

“Poppy”



Nancy’s attachment to and reverence for Loyal would beget one of the enduring myths about Ronald Reagan. It would often be said, mostly by Ronnie’s friends from Hollywood, that Nancy and her father influenced the future president’s conversion from Franklin D. Roosevelt–worshiping union leader to a hard-Right, anti-Communist, antitax crusader. There is no real evidence that was true. Ronnie “was already moving to the right before he met her. He was sitting at the Brown Derby complaining how it made no sense to make more than one or two movies a year because of the ninety percent marginal tax rate,” said columnist George Will, who became a confidant of Nancy’s. “The idea that she turned Ronald Reagan, that’s just one of the myriad ways people had of saying Reagan was a cardboard figure, whereas the more you learn about Ronald Reagan from his diaries and all the rest, the more you realize he was very much his own man and a tough politician.”

Though Loyal was rock-hard in his conservatism, and always voted the Republican ticket, he rarely got involved in electoral politics. One exception was in 1940, when he served on the National Committee of Physicians for Wendell W. Willkie for President. The ostensibly nonpartisan organization supported the GOP nominee against Roosevelt, whom it accused of trying to engineer a government takeover of medicine. On the other hand, both Loyal and Edie were close friends with the Democratic politicians who ran Chicago. And Loyal accepted with good humor the fact that his own vote was always canceled out by that of his ardently Democratic wife. “If he had any real interest in politics, I wasn’t aware of it. And I know that he didn’t influence Ronnie’s views,” Nancy insisted. “In fact, when Ronnie first decided to go into politics, my father cringed at the prospect of his beloved son-in-law stepping into what he called ‘a sea of sharks.’ ”

What fascinated Ronnie most about his father-in-law was Loyal’s deep knowledge of medicine. “A friend would mention a disease, and Reagan could recall word for word what Loyal Davis said would be the progression of it,” recalled Michael Deaver, the aide who was personally closest to both of the Reagans. The only major policy question on which Ronnie is believed to have consulted Loyal was whether to legalize abortion. The issue came up early in his governorship, in 1967, when the legislature presented him with a bill that would give California the most liberal state abortion law in the nation. Loyal helped convince his son-in-law to sign the measure, according to Reagan biographer Cannon.

Loyal did speak up publicly—and showed courage—on other salient, politically charged issues, but they generally had to do with controversies that were roiling his own profession. As early as 1953, more than a decade before a landmark surgeon general’s report identified cigarette smoking as a cause of cancer, he was among a group of prominent physicians calling for the tobacco industry to finance extensive research into whether its product was a carcinogen. In 1954 he wrote a provocative novel about a small-town doctor agonizing over euthanasia as he watches the love of his life struggle with hopeless, intolerably painful stomach cancer. Where Loyal waged his most heated public battle was over “fee-splitting”: a once-common, unethical practice in which doctors made payments to each other in exchange for referrals. Some in the Chicago Medical Society circulated petitions in the early 1950s calling for him to be expelled, a drastic punishment for challenging the way other physicians made money. The society conducted an investigation. It decided in March 1953 to drop the matter and let him remain in the professional association.

That was not the only area in which Loyal was a thorn in the medical establishment and its way of doing business. He publicly declared that health insurance was no more than a license for doctors to overcharge. Fees, he believed, should be based, as his were, on patients’ ability to pay, with factors such as their income, other financial responsibilities, and number of children taken into consideration. When Nancy was first lady of California and later of the nation, she would from time to time get letters from people grateful for the life-saving treatment Loyal had provided them and their loved ones decades before. Often they mentioned how little he had charged them.

Nor did Loyal become any more popular among his fellow surgeons when he declared, at a November 1960 medical meeting in Montreal, that half the operations in the United States were performed by doctors not adequately trained in surgery. “How much of this type surgery is bungled no one knows, and not all of it results in disaster,” Loyal said. “Surgeons properly qualified by training and education encounter difficulties in performing operations, but the difference between the qualified and unqualified man is that the former is able to correct the error.” Loyal regularly referred to state licensing systems as “legalized mayhem.”

Time did not soften Loyal’s reputation for arrogance among his professional colleagues and the resentments he fostered in the interns he had traumatized. In 1975, more than a decade after Loyal had retired, a senior medical student named Cory Franklin found himself flustered and struggling through his final oral exam in surgery at Northwestern Medical School. He was sure he would fail. And then came a bewildering final question from the professor who was administering the test: “Who is Loyal Davis?”

Franklin confessed he had no clue.

“That’s the right answer!” the professor declared jubilantly. “That SOB thought everyone would remember him forever. I just love to hear students say they don’t know who he is.”



In the years when Loyal was rising professionally, medicine was a prestigious field. But it was no way to get rich—at least, not wealthy enough to afford a Lake Shore Drive standard of living, which for the Davises included having a live-in maid and cook. Loyal charged $500 for a brain operation, and less, if he thought a patient could not afford his standard fee. (Translated into 2020 dollars, $500 in the mid-1930s would have been somewhere in the neighborhood of $10,000.) He got no compensation at all for his position as chairman of the Department of Surgery at Northwestern University’s medical school. Things for the Davises tightened financially when World War II began. Loyal was told that his skills were needed in the hospitals that the army was building in the European theater, and he shipped off as a lieutenant colonel consulting on neurological surgery. During the war, he developed a helmet that protected pilots from shrapnel wounds and advanced the treatment of high-altitude frostbite. He would be discharged from the army after a year, when he suffered a bout of amoebic dysentery and then developed a kidney stone.

Though Edie had given up the stage, she had continued—by necessity—to earn money. This had been the case from the beginning of the Davises’ marriage. Radio, which in the early 1930s was entering its heyday, offered the aging actress an opportunity to make a new turn. One of her lucrative gigs was on a popular national soap opera, Betty and Bob. Edie played two roles on the melodrama, switching back and forth between society matron May Drake, the mother of the main character, Bob, and Gardenia, his black maid. (“Sho is good tuh have you back, Mr. Bob.”)

Each workday, Edie would tuck her graying curls under a smart Bes-Ben hat, slip on white kid gloves, and head for the Wrigley Building studio, with a stop at a Merchandise Mart florist for a fresh corsage. She made it her business to have a word with everyone she regularly saw along the way, swapping stories and jokes with the Drake Hotel doorman and with the policeman directing traffic. “She knew them all, and they all knew her,” recalled Les Weinrott, who started writing for Betty and Bob in the summer of 1936. “It was not uncommon to be walking down Michigan Avenue with Edie and have a cabbie shout, ‘Hi, Miz Davis!’ ”

Edie was working at the CBS station WBBM in the 1940s when she met a twenty-four-year-old announcer named Mike Wallace, later famous for his penetrating interviews on 60 Minutes. Though she was old enough to be his mother, Edie and the new kid became buddies. “Edie was gregarious and high spirited and, at the time, the bawdiest woman I had ever met,” Wallace remembered. “I frequently ran into her in the station’s green room, where we all gravitated for coffee and gossip, and invariably, she would greet me with some choice obscenity and then proceed to relate, with lip-smacking glee, the latest dirty joke she had heard.” Wallace recalled Edie’s daughter, Nancy, as “a prim and proper young lady who often wore white gloves and Peter Pan collars. Although I didn’t know her well in those days, she struck me as being shy and reserved—almost the opposite of her exuberant mother.”

Exuberance alone, however, was not going to win Edie acceptance into Chicago’s elite circles. During the early years after she married Loyal, she had not fit in well with the stuffy doctors’ wives at Northwestern University’s Passavant Memorial Hospital, where wealthy Chicagoans went for their medical care. The city’s social order was not as airtight as that of New York or Boston, but being an actress still carried a whiff of disrepute. Nancy once came upon her mother sobbing in a bedroom after Edie had overheard another woman making a catty remark about her.

Edie found her opening by becoming an organizer and indefatigable fund-raiser for charity. The society pages carried regular tidbits about Edie’s work as president of the Women’s Faculty Club, where she held card parties for the Northwestern medical school’s free clinic, and her role in a $100,000 campaign for Herbert Hoover’s Finnish relief effort. During World War II, she put out a public appeal for donations of chocolate cake, chewing gum, and cigarettes for the soldiers coming through the Red Cross Canteen that she helped run. In 1946 Edie led a force of twenty thousand doorbell-ringing women raising money for the Chicago Community Fund. Two years later, she chaired the women’s division of the local American Brotherhood campaign, a drive by the National Conference of Christians and Jews “to further interracial and interfaith amity.” She also became a regular on the city’s best-dressed lists and in 1952 was proclaimed Chicago’s “Sweetest Woman of the Year.”

Some early accounts of Edie’s endeavors included mentions of her young daughter. A photo of fourteen-year-old Nancy appeared in the November 10, 1935, edition of the Chicago Tribune, with the caption “Miss Nancy Davis is the daughter of Mrs. Loyal Davis, who is interested in the success of the ball the alumni of Northwestern University will give Friday at the Drake hotel in celebration of the university’s 80th anniversary. Miss Davis will attend the ball.”

Through all of this, Edie showed her characteristic knack for ingratiating herself with the right people. “I think if you wanted to put it in cruel terms, she was a social climber,” her stepson, Dick, told me. “My father was not part of the Chicago establishment, but Edith made it a point to cultivate a friendship of—for instance, Narcissa Thorne. She was Montgomery Ward, very respected, an old Chicago dame. Edith cultivated all of these important women in Chicago and got them on the board of the hospital. My father would object to Edith having dinner parties. She had to force him to have dinner parties and entertain these ‘important people.’ ”

Among Edie’s closest confidants was Colleen Moore, the woman she had met at that long-ago party in New York where Edie was carting around her baby. Moore had been among the most famous actresses of the silent-movie era. Her bobbed hair and short skirts helped launch the flapper craze; as the writer F. Scott Fitzgerald once put it, Moore was the torch that lit the “flaming youth” of the 1920s. In 1932 Moore married her third husband, Chicago stockbroker Homer Hargrave Sr., and moved to the Gold Coast, where she and Edie renewed their friendship. Moore and Edie talked nearly every day; Nancy would later name Colleen the godmother of her first child, Patti. Moore was both wealthy and whimsical. At the depths of the Depression, she spent nearly a half million dollars to build an eight-square-foot dollhouse, known as the Fairy Castle. Exquisitely detailed, it stood almost six feet tall. Moore employed nearly a hundred people to construct it.

While Edie was forging a new life in Chicago, she kept up her old connections as well. Her friends from the theater were constantly coming through town. In those days, show people regularly crossed the country by rail between Hollywood and New York, with a stop in Chicago. Many rode in on the luxurious Santa Fe Super Chief, which was known as “the train of the stars.” Nancy’s godmother, Nazimova, was one such visitor in transit. After a railroad breakdown forced the fading silent-screen star to spend twenty-four hours with the Davises in Chicago in 1940, Nazimova wrote to her longtime lover, actress Glesca Marshall, that eighteen-year-old Nancy was “extraordinarily beautiful, Doodie, and the face which has every right to be bold and assertive has instead a soft dreamy quality. And add to this a figure of ‘oomph!’ You’d go crazy about the child.”

Boldface names were a regular sight at the Davis apartment. “When I came home from school in the afternoon, it wasn’t unusual to find Mary Martin in the living room, or Spencer Tracy reading the newspaper, or the breathtaking Lillian Gish curled up on the sofa, talking with Mother,” Nancy said. “Spencer Tracy stayed with us so often that he became practically a member of the family.”

Indeed, it said something of Edie’s diplomatic skills that she managed to maintain a friendship with Tracy’s wife, Louise, while also cultivating his costar and paramour Katharine Hepburn, with whom the actor began a celebrated quarter-century-long affair in 1941. Nancy’s scrapbook includes news clippings of her mother out and about with both women at various times in Chicago. One item notes: “Spencer Tracy’s daughter Susie had her first date here in Chicago last week. Mrs. Loyal Davis, the Tracys’ hostess, asked Carl G. Leigh Jr. to arrange a date for just-16 Susie.… Miss T, as Mrs. Davis has nicknamed her, wore a small blue and white checked suit and navy blue and white spectator shoes. Her brown hair is cut short. She cut the bangs in front herself.”

There was a darker side to those frequent visits by Tracy. He was among the most beloved movie idols of his day, the Oscar-winning star of Boys Town and Captains Courageous. What his legions of fans did not know was that Tracy was a violent alcoholic who occasionally needed a discreet place to recover from his benders. It was Loyal and Edie to whom he sometimes turned. Loyal, chief of surgery at Passavant Hospital, was able to arrange for Tracy to stay at the hospital on a private floor, where he would be out of the reach of prying gossip columnists. Nancy’s stepbrother recalls Tracy—who would later help set up Nancy’s screen test at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer—drying out three or four times at Passavant. “There were, maybe, five or six beds. It was sort of the VIP floor. All hospitals used to have that, until Medicare,” Dick Davis said. “He was a terribly nice man, just marvelous. I never saw him intoxicated. After he got through this alcoholic withdrawal, he would stay in our apartment for several days and then go on about his business.”

Among the Davises’ closest friends were Walter Huston and his actress wife Nan Sunderland, who had been the witnesses to Edie and Loyal’s secret wedding in 1928. Huston, a one-time vaudevillian, was among the greatest character actors of the era and the patriarch of four generations of performers, including his granddaughter Anjelica Huston. The year Nancy arrived in Hollywood, the man she grew up calling “Uncle Walter” won a 1949 Academy Award for his portrayal of a talkative old prospector in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. His son, John, won the Best Director Oscar for that same movie. (Ronald Reagan, to his everlasting regret, turned down a part in that picture because he was already committed to another one, a modestly successful romantic comedy called The Voice of the Turtle.)

Loyal became Huston’s doctor and his friend. Nancy’s father would jokingly admit to being perplexed that the actor could get $75,000 for doing a movie, while he earned only $500 for a life-saving operation, “and all my care was exceptional.” During a couple of summers, the Davises vacationed at Huston’s getaway in Running Springs near Lake Arrowhead, California. The actor had a magnificent three-story lodge on the edge of a mountain overlooking the San Bernardino National Forest. After dinner, everyone would sit on a couch that went around the fireplace and listen to him read. Among those who dropped by were the director Joshua Logan and a boyish actor named James Stewart, who played his accordion and sang to Nancy under the stars. She was thrilled when Jimmy Stewart invited her to come dancing with him at the Palladium in Hollywood. Loyal said no.

Nancy was captivated by these earthbound gods and goddesses, who possessed a magical ability to transport the masses into their world of make-believe. As she wrote in her memoir: “One summer we wrote and produced our own little home movie. There I was, acting—and with real professionals like Mother, Uncle Walter, and Nan (who had played Desdemona to Uncle Walter’s Othello on Broadway). My brother, Dick, was behind the camera, and Uncle Walter and I were the stars.”

Huston saw that Nancy had show business ambitions and gently advised Edie to discourage them. While the girl was attractive, her looks—that “soft, dreamy quality” that so captivated Nazimova—were not going to stand out among the busty, blonde sweater girls and dark, smoky beauties who were in favor in Hollywood at the time. “She has a little talent, but she’s demure,” Huston told Edie, according to Nancy’s brother. Dick’s own assessment of his stepsister concurred with Huston’s: “Socially, she was outgoing, but not in front of an audience. She liked to sing, but did not have a good voice.” Katharine Hepburn also told Nancy not to set her heart on making it as an entertainer. “She sent me a long letter warning that acting was a very difficult profession and that I had seen only the glamorous parts,” Nancy said. “Mother’s friends were stars, she reminded me, but most would-be actresses ended up as waitresses and receptionists. It was sobering advice, but I wasn’t put off.”



Politics was another world to which Edie introduced her daughter during those formative years in Chicago. Urban political machines, such as the one that ran Nancy’s hometown, were practical, businesslike endeavors: knowing how to get things done was more important than party labels or ideological purity. The Davises were close friends with legendary—and legendarily corrupt—Democratic mayor Edward J. Kelly and his wife, Margaret, who were their neighbors on East Lake Shore Drive.

Loyal and Edie sat in Margaret Kelly’s box at the 1944 Democratic convention in Chicago, where Franklin D. Roosevelt was nominated for an unprecedented fourth term in the White House, despite the open secret among party insiders that the president’s health was in serious decline. Mayor Kelly’s maneuvering during that convention was instrumental in securing the second spot on the ticket for Missouri senator Harry Truman over sitting vice president Henry A. Wallace, whom Kelly and his allies regarded as too progressive. It would turn out to be a move of historic significance when Roosevelt died less than three months after his 1945 inauguration.

Edie’s political connection to the mayor had also put her in a less welcome spotlight. This was back on June 4, 1943, when a headline on the second page of the Chicago Tribune blared: “Mystery Veils Identity of a Policewoman.” Below it in smaller type was a subhead: “Mrs. Loyal Davis Denies Pay Roll Name Is Hers.” The sardonically written story told of an intrigue that arose when city records revealed that a woman by the name of Mrs. Edith Davis, who lived at 199 Lake Shore Drive, was working as a temporary policewoman on the municipal payroll. This Edith Davis—whom city records indicated had the same birthdate and birthplace as Edie claimed—was getting a city salary of $2,141 a year, or northward of $30,000 in today’s dollars. The newspaper then hilariously described Edie’s reaction when a reporter confronted her:

“Mrs. Loyal Davis, whose first name coincidentally is Edith and who lives at 199 Lake Shore Drive, last evening raised her eyebrows at this bit of news and vehemently denied that she was, or ever has been, a policewoman. Mrs. Loyal Davis is the wife of a prominent neurologist and surgeon serving in the army medical corps overseas as a lieutenant colonel.

“Early in the evening, Mrs. Davis—Mrs. Loyal Davis—was reported by her maid to be at a dinner party, but shortly afterwards she answered her own door with pin curls in her hair and two newspapers under her arm. She denied emphatically that she is or was a policewoman.”

Edie, whose newspaper photo caught her without her false teeth in, deflected the embarrassment with her typical flair. At lunch the next day at the Casino Club, she greeted the other society matrons: “Bang, bang! Stick ’em up! I’m Dick Tracy!”

So, what was really going on? The payments to Edie had started the previous August. That was right around the time of Loyal’s military enlistment and two years after the cancelation of Betty and Bob, when things had become more stressful financially for the Davises. Nancy later offered an elaborate—and unconvincing—explanation for how her mother ended up on the city payroll. While Loyal was overseas, Edie had helped start a Chicago Service Men’s Center near the navy yard. Her daughter claimed that when she discovered “some of these young kids were being picked up by prostitutes and infected with venereal diseases, she had herself sworn in as a policewoman so she could go out on the streets of Chicago and protect those boys.”

Perhaps Edie was involved in some sort of undercover operation. It is more likely, however, that the mayor was looking for a backdoor way to pay her for political work she was doing on his behalf. That included helping to write, direct, and produce his weekly radio speeches. Kelly, who came from a working-class background, certainly needed the professional assistance. He was famous for his malapropisms, which included pronouncing vitamins as “vitamums,” and once introducing Admiral William Halsey, the acclaimed World War II commander, as “Alderman Halsey.”

Just twelve weeks before the story of her supposed secret life as a policewoman broke, Edie—a Democrat—gave a radio testimonial in favor of Kelly’s reelection titled: “A Republican Woman’s Appraisal of Mayor Kelly.” She declared, without irony, that “Mayor Kelly has proved his right to be called the best mayor Chicago ever had. There has never been a single scandal connected with his administration which involved either himself of any member of his Cabinet.”

One night, when Edie was throwing yet another of her dinners, Loyal was startled to see both Kelly and Republican governor Dwight Green arrive. Surely, he thought, his wife had made some horrible error. The two men had run a bitter campaign against each other in 1939 for Chicago mayor. So Loyal was astonished by what actually happened when they encountered each other in his apartment. Not only did the opposing party bosses greet each other warmly, but after dinner, they huddled in private conversation. The governor then asked to use the phone and, when he returned, assured the mayor that he had “taken care of” whatever it was they had been discussing. “Until then,” Loyal marveled, “I thought political rivals must be dyed-in-the-wool enemies but soon learned that this is more apparent in campaigns than it is in the day-to-day administration of government.”

Reagan biographer Bob Colacello put it this way: “What Edith understood and Loyal would learn was that power transcends political affiliation, and ideology need not get in the way of social success. In other words, whom you know is more important than what you believe.” Those pragmatic lessons about cultivating influence and turning adversaries into allies would not be lost on Edie’s daughter.






CHAPTER THREE
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When Nancy filled out a questionnaire for the twenty-fifth reunion of her Smith classmates in 1968, the first lady of California listed this as her occupation: “Politics! And wife and mother.”

Smith College was, as Girls Latin had been, a rigorous academic environment that catered to daughters of wealth and privilege. Tuition at the time was $600 a year, plus $500 for room and board, which was more than it cost to go to Yale University. “I always had it in my mind that I wanted to go to Smith,” Nancy told Judy Woodruff in an interview for a Public Broadcasting System documentary broadcast in 2011. But not many young women came to the Northampton, Massachusetts, campus in 1939 with an eye toward making a professional mark of their own. Fulfilling their dreams meant finding the right mate, raising his perfect children, and keeping dinner warm when he stayed late at his office.

Bettye Naomi Goldstein, a brainy girl from Peoria, was a year ahead of Nancy at Smith. She recalled: “You had no women role models, virtually none, that combined serious work with motherhood [and] marriage, which had become almost exaggerated values for women.” Bettye dropped the coquettish e from the end of her first name and took her husband’s surname when she got married. At her fifteenth reunion in the late 1950s, Betty Friedan did a survey of her Smith classmates and was struck by how unhappy they seemed in their confining lives as highly educated suburban housewives. The former Bettye Goldstein realized she was one of them herself, left with a “nameless, aching dissatisfaction” because she had never pursued a career in psychology after doing graduate work in the field. Friedan’s book about what she called “the problem that has no name” was published in 1963. The Feminine Mystique became the manifesto that sparked the feminist movement. Those rigid, midcentury values that Friedan rejected were the very ones Nancy Reagan would one day come to represent for scornful feminists. “She has not advanced the cause of women at all,” Friedan told Time magazine in 1985. “She is like Madame Chiang Kai-shek, doing it the old way, through the man.”

At Smith, Nancy was not a particularly serious student. She would later joke that she majored in “English and drama—and boys.” When she first stepped onto the ivy-strewn campus, pampered young women still had the luxury of dealing with nothing more nettlesome than finding ways to get around their weekend curfews. But when Nancy was a junior in 1941, everything changed with the bombing of Pearl Harbor and the start of a war that would inflict a crushing toll on her generation. For a perpetually insecure and anxious girl on the cusp of adulthood, those years would be yet another lesson that she could never take security or stability for granted. As Nancy put it later, the most important education she got in college was “that life is not always easy, and romances do not always have romantic endings. I went through difficult changes and emotional experiences, and I learned that you have to take life as it comes and be prepared for sudden twists of fate.”

Nancy’s initial plan had been to spend a year or two at Smith and then head toward the allure and excitement of the theater. Unless and until the right man came along. But Loyal, whose own education had changed his destiny, insisted she stay and earn her degree. She did what she was told, but not with much enthusiasm or aptitude for academics. “She’d come back from Smith at Christmas, and she was not a good student at all,” recalled her stepbrother, Dick. “As a senior at Smith—and I being a senior at the Latin School—I’d do her physics problems for her, which amused everybody.” In her 1980 autobiography, Nancy acknowledged, “I had a terrible time with science and math. My mind just did not seem to function correctly for these subjects.”

Her roommate during the first two years was Jean Wescott, her good friend from Girls Latin. They lived steps from the center of campus, on the first floor of Talbot House, which had a cozy living room and a big front porch. Nancy studied on the banks of picturesque Paradise Pond and “gorged myself with the blueberry muffins at Wiggins Tavern.” At night, when peanut butter and jelly sandwiches were set out at the dorm, Nancy took three. Her weight shot up to 143 pounds, adding to her already plump five-foot-four-inch frame and prompting Loyal to insist that she watch her diet—which she did, strenuously, for the rest of her life. Her weight and eating habits would become a visible barometer of her anxiety level, dropping sharply if she was feeling under stress. As first lady, Nancy claimed to be a reasonably healthy 106 pounds, but there were persistent rumors that she was anorexic, as well as a legend that she chewed each bite thirty-two times. (Reporters who watched her at meals were known to count under their breaths.) Nancy was also self-conscious about her thick legs—she would later be devastated by a catty journalist who referred to them as “piano legs”—and exercised regularly to trim them.

Even for the sheltered women of Smith, the horrors that were taking place across the ocean were impossible to ignore. Just three weeks before Nancy’s first day of classes her freshman year, Adolf Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, 1939. Poland’s allies England and France declared war on Germany two days later. Then Hitler took Denmark and Norway in the spring of 1940. Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg fell shortly after that, and by June 1940, France was occupied by the Germans.

When Nancy returned to Northampton for her sophomore year, the United States was torn over whether to join the allied forces in the cause of stopping the German military. According to a recollection in the Smith College yearbook, “This was the year we sold carnations for Britain one day and gardenias for Peace Day the next. Fortunately, this detachment kept the war from our well-ordered lives.” But by the spring semester of 1941, with England bravely carrying on the fight but teetering on the brink of defeat, “the question of our responsibility intruded itself more and more. Drinking champagne at the Tavern was uncomfortably reminiscent of the luxurious appointments of the Maginot Line,” the lavish fortifications that had given France a false sense of security.

With all the darkness in the news, there were still diversions. One afternoon Nancy and her friends cut class to watch a murder trial that was going on at the Hampshire County Courthouse. The defendant was a man who had caught his wife with a lover and killed him. “We were all terribly excited about it,” Nancy told a reporter forty years later. “I imagined that the wife was going to look like Carole Lombard and the husband would resemble Clark Gable. But when this fat, unattractive couple walked in, it sort of lost its excitement.”

The Smith yearbooks from those years carry no mention of Nancy receiving academic distinctions or honors. Nor are there indications that she was a leader in campus activities. But she kept a busy social life. “She was very pretty and popular and always had men come calling,” recalled Frances Hawley Greene, Nancy’s roommate her junior and senior years. “She had boyfriends at Amherst, Yale, Princeton, and Dartmouth, and she used to go away quite often at weekends.”

Her calendar was just as full during breaks from school, some of which were spent in sunny Phoenix, where Loyal and Edie started going to escape the midwestern winters. A Chicago Tribune photo from March 1940 shows Nancy in a sarong with a flower in her hair, fixing what would later become famous as “the gaze” on an heir to the Wrigley chewing gum fortune. “Miss Nancy Davis and Wrigley Offield were two young Chicagoans at the South Seas party given recently by Mr. Offield’s brother-in-law and sister, Mr. and Mrs. Denis E. Sullivan, Jr., at the Arizona Biltmore in Phoenix,” the caption said. “Miss Nancy is spending her spring vacation from Smith with her parents, Dr. and Mrs. Loyal Davis, at the desert hotel.”

Her most serious beau was a Princeton student named Frank Birney, the rich, handsome son of a Chicago banker. They had met at Nancy’s debutante party, where Birney had been the first member of the Triangle Club to show up. He had sensed her nervousness about her big event and put her at ease by going through the receiving line over and over, making her laugh each time by assuming a different voice and pretending to be an additional guest. When Nancy returned to Smith, she and Frank became an item, seeing each other on weekends. She went to Princeton for football games and dances; Frank came to Smith for parties. Occasionally, they rendezvoused in New York. They began talking, though not all that seriously, about marriage.

Eight days after the December 1941 bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese, Nancy and Frank’s courtship came to an abrupt and tragic end. “Frank was planning to go to New York. He must have been late, because he ran across the tracks to catch his train, not realizing how fast the train was moving,” Nancy wrote in her 1989 memoir. “The engineer pulled so hard on the emergency brake that he broke it, but he couldn’t stop the train, and Frank was killed instantly.”

What surely made twenty-year-old Frank Birney’s death even harder to accept was the fact that it was not the accident that Nancy and his family claimed it was. He had killed himself. State police concluded he had jumped from behind a pole in front of an eastbound Pennsylvania Railroad express train. The locomotive was going seventy miles per hour when the engineer spotted him and blew the whistle. Frank’s mangled body was dragged more than a hundred feet before the train finally came to a stop. He had been carrying no identification or money, which was peculiar for someone supposedly headed to New York. According to a local newspaper account, his classmates told investigators that the Princeton senior “had been in a despondent state lately because his grades had not come up to his own expectations.” Frank’s mother gave Nancy a silver cigarette case with his name engraved on it, which was a present Nancy had bought for him the previous Christmas. She held on to that keepsake for the rest of her life. “It was the first time that anybody I was close to had died, and it was a tremendous shock,” Nancy recalled. “My roommate forced me to go out and take long, brisk walks.”

By Nancy’s senior year at Smith, the war abroad defined almost everything about life at home. Existence was regimented by Meatless Mondays, gasoline rationing, air-raid drills, blood drives. Women of Smith shoveled their own snow and did without their customary maid service. They looked askance at those who left coffee in their cups or precious butter on their plates. Some of Nancy’s classmates helped out local farmers, who were hard pressed by labor shortages. Smith women picked their asparagus and weeded their onions.

There were fewer beaus at the ready to take them out on Saturday nights. In their stead came letters from overseas, which arrived with a censor’s stamp. Campus housing and classrooms were bursting at the seams, owing to the fact that much of Smith had been turned over to the first classes of officers for the US Naval Reserve’s women’s branch, better known as WAVES, an acronym for Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service. A new class of five hundred female midshipmen arrived every month for sixty to ninety days of strenuous training. As the WAVES marched by silently in their uniforms to classes and meals, Smithies noticed themselves standing a little straighter.

Another of Smith’s contributions to the war effort—one in which Nancy participated—was the Factory Follies. This was a thirty-three-woman morale-boosting musical troupe that entertained at lunch and break time in more than a dozen war plants across the Connecticut River Valley. Their revue, which toured in the spring of 1943, opened with a chorus marching across the stage, singing:


Make with the maximum, give with the brawn.

Make with the maximum, smother that yawn.

Tell the boys we’ll stand behind ’em till the lights come on.

And we’ll make with the maximum.

Make with the maximum, give with the brain.

Make with the maximum, gonna raise Cain.

Tell the boys in boats and tanks, tell the guy who flies a plane.

That we’ll make with the maximum.




Switch on, contact, turn on the juice,

Double the output, and here’s my excuse:

Life can be pretty when you’re being of use.

Hey! Fellas! We’ve gotta produce.



Nancy played the sophisticated “Glamour Gal,” a shirker on the production line. Glamour Gal lamented that she missed her prewar life of luxury:


Maybe you’re right

But the yacht was fun,

Cocktails at five and

Dinner at the Stork,

Long drives in the country,

To get away from New York.



Nancy also acted in a few plays on campus, including a musical comedy called Ladies on the Loose. At one of the college’s annual Rally Day shows, she and her classmates tap-danced in Morse code, and sang: “Dit-dit-dit-dah! We’ll win this wah.” But Smith was not known as a training ground for serious actresses. She was one of only three theater majors in 1943. The college did not even have a full-fledged theater department until her senior year. The closest thing Nancy got to actual professional experience was on summer breaks, when she apprenticed on “the straw-hat circuit” doing summer stock in Wisconsin and New England. She cleaned dressing rooms, painted scenery, sold tickets, and tacked up flyers around town. Only rarely did she get to act. In her three years of summer stock, Nancy delivered a total of one line—“Madam, dinner is served”—when she played a maid in a production starring Diana Barrymore, a lesser member of the famous theater family.

In 1941 Nancy worked at the Bass Rocks Theater in Gloucester, Massachusetts, where she developed what she remembered as a “big crush” on one of its visiting stars, Buddy Ebsen. He would become most famous for his starring role as Jed Clampett in the 1960s TV sitcom The Beverly Hillbillies, but at the time, Ebsen was known for movies that put his dancing talent to use. Backstage, Nancy was so entranced by one of his performances that she forgot her own task, which was to turn on the musical sound effect when his character pretended to play a Victrola. Nancy realized her mistake, fumbled, and started the tune late, then rushed out of the theater in tears. Ebsen “followed me outside and told me it was all right, not to worry, and the world was brighter again,” she said. As starstruck as she obviously was, Nancy in later life downplayed the idea that she’d ever harbored serious ambition: “When I graduated, I went on to become an actress, not really because I wanted a career. I was never really a career woman, but only because I hadn’t found the man I wanted to marry. I couldn’t sit around and do nothing, so I became an actress.”

May commencement ceremonies for the 408 women of the Smith College class of 1943 were somber and spare. Bowing to shortages and to the national mood, the college dispensed with the gayest of its traditions. There was no parade of colorfully dressed alumnae waving placards with witty slogans, no procession of juniors with a train of ivy on their shoulders, no roses carried by the seniors. Attendance was limited to parents and families of the graduates, who had to stay in the dorms because there was nowhere else to house them. Loyal, still stationed in Europe, did not make it back for the ceremony; nor, apparently, could Edie, because of wartime travel restrictions that gave priority on trains to military personnel. The college did broadcast a special program from Smith president Herbert Davis’s house. “The class of 1943 did not go, as commencement orators used to be fond of saying, out into the world. For four years, they have participated, as students, in a world at war,” the announcer said. “They are not leaving the little world for the great world; they have lived in the great world all along.”

On graduation day, about twenty-five members of Nancy’s class were already married, and a greater number were engaged to be. She herself was dating a wealthy Amherst College boy off and on. Just over a year later, in June 1944, Nancy announced her plans to marry James Platt White Jr., who by then was stationed on an aircraft carrier in the Pacific. “The young couple met during their college days and renewed their friendship when Navy orders took Lieutenant White to Chicago,” the city’s Daily News noted. “Both brunette, they made an attractive couple at parties and benefits during the year in which he was stationed in Chicago on the aircraft carrier Sable.” When her godmother Nazimova was introduced to Nancy’s fiancé over dinner, he made a strong impression. Nazimova wrote in her diary: “I think I met one of our great future statesmen, perhaps even a president.”

Their intention was to be married when the war ended, but Nancy abruptly canceled the engagement shortly after it was announced. “It was a heady, exhilarating time, and I was swept up in the glamour of the war, wartime engagements, and waiting for the boys who were away. I realized I had made a mistake. It would have been unfair to him and to me. It wasn’t easy to break off the engagement, but it was the best thing for us both. We were not meant to be married, but we remain friends,” she wrote in her 1980 memoir.

Her brother has a different explanation: when White came home on leave, Nancy discovered he was homosexual. White “was extremely handsome and was a naval aviator, and they had, sort of, a rendezvous or a pre-engagement party in California, when she found out he was gay,” Dick Davis told me. This discovery was not something Nancy ever discussed with her stepbrother. “Edith told me, actually. Edith would know things like that, you know, about everybody,” he said.

After Nancy became a nationally known political figure, her past romantic life was a sensitive subject. Dick said she “went to great trouble when she got to the White House” to make sure that no one ever learned the truth about the breakup of her first engagement. White, who became a partner in a New York City importing firm, was discreetly silent about their long-ago betrothal. “All I can tell you, all I will tell you, is that Nancy was a lovely, lovely girl. It was just one of those wartime things,” he told Parade magazine in one rare interview. When White became seriously ill, he got in touch with the nation’s first lady indirectly through her friend Jerry Zipkin, a fixture on the New York City social scene who was also gay. It was through Zipkin that Nancy learned White had died.

From the time she was a young woman, many of Nancy’s closest friends were gay. “Nancy’s affinity for homosexual men has been frequently remarked upon, but it would hardly have been so noteworthy if she had stayed in show business instead of marrying an actor who went into politics. She was close to a number of lesbian and bisexual women over the years, starting with her godmother and her circle of friends, but this, too, is not unusual in the entertainment world,” biographer Colacello noted. “If gay men were attracted to the young Nancy Davis, it was probably for the same reasons that straight men were: she was pretty, lively, well dressed, a good dancer, a great listener, and, like her mother, a natural-born coquette. She knew how to flirt with a man in a way that was flattering and unthreatening, which may explain why gay men felt especially comfortable with her. And when she was out with a man, she gave him her full attention.”



Having broken her engagement in the summer of 1944, Nancy once again found herself confronting an uncertain, unmoored future. She had returned to Chicago after her graduation to be with her mother while Loyal remained overseas. Edie had temporarily sublet the Lake Shore Drive apartment and moved into the Drake Hotel, no doubt to lift some of the strain on their finances. Nancy looked for ways to fill her days. She joined the Chicago Junior League and volunteered twice a week at the Service Men’s Center, the military social club that her mother had helped set up. She also worked as a salesgirl at Marshall Field’s, Chicago’s flagship department store. It was an experience memorable mostly for the time she chased down a female shoplifter she had spotted slipping a piece of jewelry into her purse. Nancy also trained as a nurse’s aide at Cook County Hospital. Her first patient died as she was giving him a bed bath, something Nancy didn’t realize until she asked a medical resident why the sick man’s skin had gotten so oddly cold on a hot day.

Nancy was growing restless and bored. Her salvation came when she received a call from her mother’s famous friend ZaSu Pitts, a comedienne with doleful eyes and a warbly voice, who was known for playing ditzy characters. Pitts was taking her Broadway play Ramshackle Inn on the road and offered Nancy a tiny part. It did not take much acting skill. She played a girl who was kept in the attic, except for one scene in which she burst onto the stage and said three lines. Though a small start, Nancy was grateful and recognized her good fortune was not of her own doing. “This wouldn’t be the last time I benefited from Mother’s network of friends in show business,” she wrote. “I don’t think I would have had much work as a stage actress if it hadn’t been for Mother. There was just too much competition, and I didn’t have the drive that Mother had.”

She joined the cast in Detroit. Reviews of the production were brutal, but audiences turned up anyway to see Pitts. It “played eight months in New York and two years on the road despite the disdain of most critics,” a Boston newspaper noted. As Ramshackle Inn made its way across the country, Nancy and Pitts became close. The star shared her hotel rooms and dressing rooms with the young actress, who became her protégée. They eventually ended up back in New York, and the play closed in the summer of 1946.

Nancy decided to stay in New York and try her luck there. For a twentysomething just after the end of World War II, there could hardly have been a more exciting place to live than Manhattan. With other world capitals in ruins, Gotham took on a swagger. Scarcity and sacrifice were suddenly things of the past. An unprecedented building boom was under way. The nightclubs and theaters were packed. Broadway was at the dawn of a golden era. But finding her own way to the footlights was a challenge and an ordeal. Nancy modeled a bit, took acting and voice classes. She forced herself to show up for auditions that she found “frightening and embarrassing” but did not land many parts. She was fired from one she did get, on the third day of rehearsal. The director told her, “It’s just not working.”

The only Broadway role she ever snagged was playing a lady-in-waiting named Si-Tchun in the 1946 musical Lute Song. That production would be remembered as the first big break for a young Russian-born actor named Yul Brynner. Nancy was not among his fans. “All the girls were so crazy about Yul. One young girl I remember committed suicide over him,” Nancy told interviewer Judy Woodruff of PBS. “I wasn’t too impressed, really. Every time he’d tell a story about his background, it always changed.”

Nancy had read for the part in producer Michael Myerberg’s office. “After all of the tryouts, readings, refusals, and waiting for refusals by telephone, it was unbelievable how swift and easy it was when I heard the magic words, ‘You’ve got the part,’ ” she recalled. But she was puzzled when the producer added: “You look like you could be Chinese.” The real story was that the show’s leading lady—Mary Martin, another of Edie’s friends—had demanded Nancy be given the job. Martin intervened again when the director John Houseman tried to get rid of Nancy during the early weeks of rehearsals. She had dyed her hair black but was unconvincing as a Chinese handmaiden. “John,” his star told him, “I have a very bad back, and Nancy’s father Loyal Davis is the greatest [neurosurgeon] in the USA. We are not letting Nancy go.” Only later, in Houseman’s memoirs, did Nancy learn that her first big break was not due to her talent. Houseman wrote that he had offered her the role through “the usual nepotistic casting.… At Mary’s behest, to play the princess’s flower maiden, we engaged a pink-cheeked amateurish virgin by the name of Nancy Davis.”

When Lute Song closed after only four months, ZaSu Pitts came through with parts for Nancy in two more plays, one of which was a touring revival of a comedy called The Late Christopher Bean. An August 1947 review of an early performance at the Saratoga Spa Playhouse in upstate New York takes note near the end of “a Miss Nancy Davis, who looks wholesome as a ripe red apple, even though little is required of her except to be the decent one of the two Haggett daughters.” Nancy pasted her reviews, even tepid ones, into her scrapbook, along with congratulatory cards and telegrams. Many were from famous names such as the Tracys and the Hustons. Others were not so well known, but meaningful. One note, delivered with flowers for the Chicago opening of Christopher Bean, was from the lawyer and Lake Shore Drive neighbor who had helped arrange Nancy’s adoption by Loyal. It said: “To my adorable Nancy from your general counsel and greatest admirer, Orville Taylor.”

Her life in a fourth-floor walkup at 409 East Fifty-First Street had its frustrations, but it was not exactly one of hardship. Nancy got around on the crosstown bus and felt safe walking home through Midtown Manhattan late at night. Loyal and Edie kept her afloat financially. Though she was a young, single woman, Nancy was drawn to her parents’ mature circle of friends, who helped keep her occupied. “Fortunately, I wasn’t entirely alone in the big city. When I was living on East Fifty-First Street, the Hustons had an apartment around the corner. Lillian Gish, another family friend, had one nearby. They often took me out to eat or to a show, or had me over to little parties,” she recalled. “I used to go watch Spence rehearse for a play he was opening in, The Rugged Path. He was very nervous about returning to the stage, but he was very good, as he always was.” Tracy’s mistress Katharine Hepburn, who lived on East Forty-Ninth Street, had an aversion to going out and often invited Nancy over to keep her company.

Nancy also dated, though no one exclusively. Her social life intertwined with her professional ambition. Nancy kept company with Max Allentuck, a prominent theater manager who worked with some of the biggest producers of the era; they remained friendly enough that in 1981, when one of his plays came to Washington, she invited him to lunch and to tea at the White House. Her most frequent companion was Kenneth Giniger, the publicity director at publisher Prentice Hall. This friendship was another of Edie’s arrangements. Giniger sometimes booked his authors for interviews on a midmorning radio show that Edie hosted in Chicago. When Edie suggested he look up her daughter in New York, he did. Giniger took Nancy to see-and-be-seen nightspots such as the Stork Club and El Morocco, and made sure her name popped up occasionally in the newspaper columns.

One day in the fall of 1948, Edie called her daughter to let her know that if she heard from someone who said he was Clark Gable, she should not assume it was a prank. The movie star known as the “King of Hollywood” was coming to New York, and Spencer Tracy had given him Nancy’s number. Sure enough, Gable called, and the two of them went out every day for a week, usually ending up at the Stork Club. Gable charmed Nancy; he sent flowers, and they held hands. “He had a quality that good courtesans also have—when he was with you, he was really with you,” Nancy recalled later.

This was never a serious romance, however. The Gone With the Wind star was twenty years older than Nancy and in a rocky phase of his life. Gable was drinking too much, was having a string of affairs, and had never truly gotten over the death of his third wife and soulmate, actress Carole Lombard, in a 1942 plane crash.

Still, being seen with him created a brief and welcome stir around Nancy. The movie magazines and gossip columns buzzed with speculation about the famous star and the unknown actress. Those clippings, too, made it into Nancy’s scrapbook. Typical was one that said: “At the party in New York that Tommy Joyce gave in honor of Clark Gable and Walter Pidgeon, Clark arrived with Nancy Davis on his arm. Nancy, according to my informant, is a beautiful little brunette. Clark gave her the typical Gable treatment, devoting himself to her—so much so that some of the people present said, ‘This is it!’ ” Another, apparently from a Chicago newspaper, reported: “A twosome that has New York agog is our Nancy Davis and the great Clark Gable who are seen together hitting the night spots every evening. Nancy is the beautiful and talented daughter of Dr. and Mrs. Loyal Davis.” Probably closest to the truth was what Dorothy Kilgallen wrote in her syndicated column, The Voice of Broadway: “Nancy Davis, the lass who dated Clark Gable so often on his last visit here, wasn’t unhappy about the resulting publicity. She has theatrical ambitions.”

Nancy was realistic enough to recognize that, as she once put it, “I wasn’t setting show business on fire.” In the six years after she graduated from Smith, she performed in only four plays—three of them thanks to the beneficence of her mother’s friend ZaSu Pitts. She also knew that as she moved into her late twenties, casting directors would no longer be looking at her for ingenue roles on the stage. There was no true love in sight to carry her away from all of it—and a real danger of developing a reputation as a girl whose phone number gets passed around a lot.

So, Nancy decided to try something different, making a professional move that more established stage actors of the day would have considered to be beneath them. She began taking roles in the new medium of television, some of it in low-budget, live dramas on Kraft Television Theatre. “Enthusiastic about television, Nancy looks forward to the day when video will have its own stars, would like a dramatic show of her own,” Mademoiselle magazine wrote in November 1948. That sounded far-fetched at the time. Four major networks were broadcasting prime-time schedules seven nights a week, but fewer than 6 percent of Americans had television sets in their homes, and just 44 percent told a Gallup opinion poll they had ever even seen a program.

Edie might have influenced her daughter’s openness to television, as Nancy’s mother had been an early enthusiast. She launched Chicago’s 1946 Community Fund Drive with a Monday-night broadcast from the studios of WBKB, which had just that year received its license to become the first commercial TV station outside the eastern time zone. Two screens were set up in the window of the Fair Store on State Street—a giant department store where Ronald Reagan’s father had once worked as a clerk—so that the curious could get what the Chicago Tribune called “their first helping of television.” It caused a sensation. “A vacationing Iowan postponed his shopping to take in the entire show,” the Tribune wrote. The newspaper raised the possibility that someday “it will be as much fun to sit in your favorite armchair and view famous entertainers as it will be to observe the efforts of athletes. More, maybe.”

Early black-and-white technology was crude, requiring actors to slather on greenish pancake makeup and black lipstick. Performers farsighted enough—or desperate enough—to venture into television did not exactly get star treatment. “Television, by the way, is difficult work for an actress,” Nancy told columnist Inez Wallace a few years later. “There is no pay for rehearsals, as there is in radio or stage work. And the worst of that is that television requires more rehearsals than either of the other two vehicles. And the makeup on television is ghastly. It makes a young girl of sixteen look like an old hag.” Still, it was work. In early 1949 Nancy’s agent phoned. Someone at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer had seen her in a TV production of an obscure comedy called Broken Dishes. They wanted to bring her out to California for a screen test. “This was one opportunity that none of my family friends had anything to do with,” she marveled. This bolt from the blue is her version of events. Later, it would be said that, once again, others had a hand in arranging Nancy’s move to Hollywood.

She started packing as soon as she hung up the phone. Her next call was to her mother. Edie swung into action, getting in touch with her old friend Spencer Tracy, who, as it happened, was one of the studio’s most bankable stars. He was happy to assist. Not only was he close to the Davises, but he owed them for helping him through the darkest hours of his battles with alcohol. And he was grateful to Nancy personally for the kindnesses she had shown to his deaf son, John, who stayed with her when he was visiting New York.

Tracy made sure that Nancy’s would be no pro forma screen test conducted by the usual technicians the studio assigned to unknowns. He arranged for it to be directed by the celebrated “woman’s director” George Cukor, who had a gift for drawing out magical performances from actresses such as Katharine Hepburn in The Philadelphia Story, Greta Garbo in Camille, and a female ensemble cast that included Joan Crawford, Norma Shearer, and Rosalind Russell in The Women. Reading lines with Nancy was the promising actor Howard Keel, newly signed by MGM. Camera work was done by George Folsey, who over his career was nominated thirteen times for cinematography Oscars. MGM gave her weeks of coaching in advance.

Cukor privately deemed her to have no talent. But in his hands, Nancy did well enough. In early 1949 she signed a seven-year, $250-a-week contract, with an option for the studio to terminate. Many years later, Nancy would learn to her great amusement that MGM’s commitment to her was one reason the studio took a pass on a promising young bit actress named Marilyn Monroe.

The studio system that ran Hollywood was nearing the end of its heyday, but the fantasy factories still controlled the destinies of actors and actresses. And none of the Big Five studios was so powerful or prestigious as Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. It was run by Ukrainian immigrant Louis B. Mayer, a junk dealer’s son who had moved west from Massachusetts. The tyrannical Mayer had built a star-making machine like nothing ever seen before. Movies, he said, were “the business of making idols for the public to love and worship and identify with. Everything else was secondary.” Or as Elizabeth Taylor, one of his biggest successes, once put it: “L. B. Mayer and MGM created stars out of tinsel, cellophane, and newspapers.”

To Nancy, joining Metro felt like “walking into a dream world.” The opportunities for an actress under contract were endless: she could study French, or take lessons in singing and horseback riding. She could go on the sets and learn by seeing how the greatest actors and actresses did it. “Everything was a big step up for me when I signed with Metro, everything,” she remembered later.

There have been more than a few theories as to how and why someone of Nancy’s modest accomplishments got such special consideration and treatment from the powerhouse of Hollywood studios. Her arrival generated no small amount of jealousy and sniping on the MGM lot. Many years later, after she had become a household name, salacious tales would circulate in Hollywood about the extent and nature of Nancy’s sexual activity in her days as a young actress. Some of this should be treated skeptically. Nancy was far from the first woman to become famous and then find that men who knew her in her early days were boasting about her supposed availability. If a few of these stories were true, it would hardly have been unusual for a thirtyish single woman to have a healthy interest in sex. And no daughter of Edie’s would have been naive about how things worked.

What appears to have been the case is that several forces beyond Tracy’s influence were at work on her behalf. One of them was the fact that she had drawn the interest of Benjamin Thau, MGM’s vice president of talent. “I always recommended Nancy for parts. She was sweet and appealing—one of the most popular girls on the lot,” he said later. Thau, a middle-aged and unprepossessing bachelor, was known for demanding sexual favors from actresses. His “casting couch” was said to be the busiest in Hollywood. Nancy was widely presumed, both at the time and since, to have been his girlfriend. In his book Make-Believe: The Story of Nancy & Ronald Reagan, author Laurence Leamer wrote that Nancy regularly spent Saturday mornings closeted with Thau in his office suite.

It would be nearly seventy years before women in Hollywood would stand up against harassment and join with other feminist voices to launch the #MeToo movement. Back in the 1940s, sexual favors were seen as part of the bargain for actresses seeking good roles. When he was an old man, Thau claimed to Leamer that even Nancy’s screen test had been his idea. He, like Gable, had been given her number as someone to call when he was in New York—from a friend who told him she was “a nice girl who likes company.” While they were at dinner in Manhattan in early 1949, he recalled suggesting, “Nancy, why don’t you come out and make a screen test?”

Some details of his story do not add up. For instance, as biographer Colacello noted later, Thau claimed he and Nancy had gone to see Spencer Tracy onstage—which was impossible, because Tracy’s final play had closed two years before Thau’s date with Nancy supposedly took place. However, Nancy’s own scrapbook indicates that she and Thau did have some kind of relationship after she arrived in Hollywood. He appears in a newspaper photo with Loyal and Edie. The clipping does not have a date, but clues suggest Thau and Nancy’s parents were together in Arizona just a few weeks after Nancy signed with MGM. They are shown chatting during the intermission of a production of Born Yesterday at Phoenix’s recently opened Sombrero Playhouse. The show started its run at the end of March 1949. Nancy is not in that picture with Thau and her parents, but she and he are together in one from July 1950, which was more than a year later. They are seated at a table celebrating Nancy’s twenty-ninth birthday at the Cocoanut Grove, a leading night spot in Los Angeles. The other couple in the photo are MGM chief Louis B. Mayer and his wife, Lorena. Nancy is the only one of the four wearing a smile.

For her part, Nancy insisted to Colacello that there had been no blind date with Thau in New York and that the two of them had never been an item. “When I came out to Los Angeles to do the test and stayed—yes, then I saw him, had dinner with him, and so on,” she said. “I was not his girlfriend. He took a liking to me, that’s true… and I liked him as a friend.”

But as Colacello pressed her—asking, for instance, whether Thau grew jealous when she began going on dates with other men, including Ronnie—Nancy became blunter and more candid in her answers. “I don’t know. I was not his,” she insisted. “He would have liked to have married me. I did not want to marry him.… He was a strange little man, really. He gambled a lot. I think he gambled all his money away. I finally got through to him that the answer was no. And that was it.”

What may also have ended things was the fact that Loyal had taken a strong dislike to Thau and told his daughter so. Fortunately for Nancy, the vice president of talent was not her only important ally in the studio’s executive offices. Her well-bred manner made a good impression on Dore Schary, MGM’s cerebral, socially conscious head of production. Where studio chief Mayer had built his reputation on splashy star-making extravaganzas, Schary was interested in producing quieter “message pictures” that had a story to tell and a lesson to teach. (This clash of philosophies would help bring about Mayer’s ouster in 1951, with Schary replacing him as MGM president.) Schary took a shine to the surgeon’s daughter partly on Tracy’s recommendation. “The girl knows how to look like she’s really thinking when she’s onstage,” Tracy told him.

Nancy was getting a late start by Hollywood standards, so one of the first things she and the studio did was shave two years off her age, declaring her to be twenty-five years old instead of the twenty-seven she actually was. On the publicity questionnaire she filled out shortly after signing her contract, Nancy listed as her phobias “superficiality, vulgarity, esp. in women, untidiness of mind and person—and cigars!” Asked for the rules by which she governed her life, Nancy offered an answer that might in later years have a familiar ring to those among her husband’s advisers who crossed her: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. I believe strongly in the law of retribution—you get back what you give.” Most telling of all was what she stated as her greatest ambition: “to have a successful, happy marriage.”

Judging by the volume of clippings in her scrapbooks, MGM made sure Nancy got some buzz, no small share of it along story lines the studio PR men manufactured. There was a four-page photo spread in Movie Stars Parade magazine of a young Peter Lawford going on a date with “city slicker Nancy Davis” and teaching her how to ride a horse. Another, in Movie Life, shows fellow contract players, supposedly her pals, helping her move into a new apartment. In some columns, Nancy offered beauty tips. One of the more puzzling was a recommended nightly moisturizing ritual, as reported in McCall’s, that was capped off by Nancy’s advice to “take a wooden picnic fork and slide gently over and over your face until all cream has disappeared.” For publicity shoots, Nancy wore clothes loaned from Amelia Gray’s high-priced boutique in Beverly Hills. The practice of borrowing or accepting free designer styles was standard in Hollywood but would get her in trouble when she got to the White House.

MGM’s publicity machine recycled and inflated the intrigue around Nancy’s handful of dates with Gable, turning it into a supposed rivalry with actress Ann Sheridan, known from her World War II pinups as the “Oomph Girl.” A June 1949 feature in Modern Screen was headlined, “Which Girl Has the Gable?” The magazine noted archly how Nancy had come out of nowhere to land an MGM contract and offered a preposterous theory that Gable had engineered it all: “In the movie business, made-to-order success like this doesn’t come very often—and that’s just the thing. The path to fame she is walking seems to be so expertly paved, so conveniently shortened and cleared of all the usual difficulties, that there’s a touch of magic about it. And when you look around for whomever may be waving the potent wand that’s accomplishing all this for her—darned if an awful lot of things don’t point to the Great Gable himself.” As for which girl would get the Gable, the star himself answered the question six months later, when he married Lady Sylvia Ashley, a British model, actress, and socialite. He was back on the market three years later, however.

Though the Hollywood columnists were being told by their MGM whisperers to keep an eye on Nancy as “a comer,” she did not strike some as obvious movie star material. Columnist Inez Wallace wrote: “When Nancy Davis was pointed out to me on the MGM lot, I couldn’t believe they intended to build her up. She looks more like a character actress than a leading lady, although she is really a cross between Kathryn Grayson and Claudette Colbert.”

Wallace was assured that Nancy was still a work in progress. “ ‘Wait until a year from now, when Nancy has had the glamour treatment,’ I was told, ‘and you’ll never recognize the girl you see now. They all look like that when they first come out here. But after our makeup men and hairdressers get through with them, they seem to have a new face and a new personality,’ ” the columnist informed her readers.

Nancy’s yellowed trove of breathless press clippings notwithstanding, she would never get the “glamour treatment,” at least not on the screen. She nearly always played pre-matronly types, the competent secretary, the perfect wife, but without the breezy edge someone like Myrna Loy brought to that kind of part. The columnist Walter Winchell noted in 1951: “Nancy Davis has the unique distinction of being pregnant in all but one of her movies.”

Most of the eleven pictures she did, Nancy herself acknowledged, “are best forgotten.” Some were simply dreck. Her lack of success surely did not calm her insecurities in an environment where, as she noted, she might spot Lana Turner in the commissary at lunch or be seated in a makeup chair next to Ava Gardner. Still, Nancy was a more talented and supple actress than she is usually given credit for being. Cary Grant, who once did a screen test with her, said afterward, “She did something many actors didn’t know how to do. She listened to the other actor.” Her acuity about the people around her, which she had honed from childhood as a survival skill, came through in her performances. As Reagan biographer Edmund Morris once described it, “her gift was to vibrate like a membrane to the sonority of other speakers.”

Today her acting abilities tend to be judged by the worst of her pictures, which still show up on cable television now and then. These are usually ones from the latter, leaner years of her film career. One of the most dreadful of these low-budget projects was 1957’s Hellcats of the Navy, costarring her and Ronnie, as both of their film careers hit bottom. “That picture ended movies for me,” Ronnie later said. A better gauge of Nancy’s talents was her first starring role, in Schary’s The Next Voice You Hear. The movie was not a hit and did not age well, but Nancy’s reviews were solid. The New York Times described her as “delightful as [the] gentle, plain, and understanding wife.”



Her personal life was a relatively quiet one by Hollywood standards. Nancy lived in an apartment in the comfortable Westwood section of Los Angeles’s west side and hired a woman to come in three days a week to clean and cook. She went to dinner parties and on dates that were often arranged by the studio. “I had always heard stories about the wild side of Hollywood, but I never saw much evidence of it—the heavy drinking, the drugs, promiscuity, and all the rest,” she wrote later. “I’m not so naive as to think that such things never went on; they do in every town. But it wasn’t part of my life. I wasn’t a starlet either on or off the screen.”

In September 1950 Louella Parsons, one of the reigning queens of the gossip columns, asked Nancy if there was a special man in her life. “Not yet,” she replied. “I won’t be trite and say I am married to my career, but that’s pretty much the truth.” Except that it wasn’t the truth. In fact, Nancy already had fixed her sights on the man she was convinced was The One. The question was how to pin him down—and how to convince him that she was the woman who could mend his broken heart.






CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]

“You know,” Ronald Reagan once mused, “if Nancy Davis hadn’t come along when she did, I would have lost my soul.”

The once-upon-a-time version of how the two of them met went like this: one evening in late October 1949, as Nancy was reading the Hollywood Reporter, a leading entertainment industry trade daily, she spotted her own name on a list of 208 supposed Communist sympathizers. It was alarming to see “Nancy Davis” among them. Suddenly the young contract player understood why she had been getting mail from left-wing organizations.

With the Red Scare enveloping and dividing Hollywood, there was plenty of reason to be worried about being tagged as a Communist, especially if you were an actress who had just arrived. At the time, Nancy was making a movie called East Side, West Side and went to its renowned director, Mervyn LeRoy, for advice on how to straighten out this error. The studio arranged for friendly columnists to write items pointing out that the person mentioned on the list was another actress named Nancy Davis. Two of those stories, dated November 1 and November 7, are pasted in Nancy’s scrapbook. One noted: “When a young actress, who happens to be 100 percent American, comes face-to-face with the fact that another woman whose name is identical is active in ‘extra liberal activities’—that calls for a double dose of aspirin.”

Nancy wasn’t satisfied, so she asked LeRoy to get in touch with Ronald Reagan, the president of the Screen Actors Guild. (Ronnie said later that he was disappointed when he realized the famous director wasn’t calling to offer him a part.) LeRoy reported back to Nancy that SAG would stand behind her. By then, however, she had decided nothing short of a face-to-face with the union president would settle her nerves. At least, that’s what she told LeRoy. In truth, “I had seen some of his pictures, and, on-screen, at least, he seemed nice and good-looking—someone I wanted to meet,” Nancy would admit later.

Ronnie called and suggested dinner that night. It would have to be a quick one. He claimed to have an early call at the studio the next morning. Nancy recognized that as a standard white lie employed by Hollywood people. It was a bail-out option against the possibility that a blind date would turn out to be a dud. So, her pride a little bruised, Nancy fibbed that she had an early call too.

She opened the door of her apartment two hours later to a man who in the flesh was every bit as handsome as she had seen on-screen—even though he was leaning on two canes. During a charity baseball game, Ronnie had broken his right thighbone in a half dozen places. He had just been released from the hospital after having spent nearly two months in traction. For his part, Ronnie had expected a typically flashy MGM starlet. He saw instead “a small, slender young lady with dark hair and a wide-spaced pair of hazel eyes that looked right at you and made you look back.”

They headed to trendy LaRue’s on the Sunset Strip. Ronnie told Nancy there was a simple solution to her problem. “Have the studio change your name,” he said. “You would hardly be the first.” Naturally, he couldn’t have known how much it meant to her to be called Nancy Davis, or the years she had waited, or the effort she had put into earning the validation that came with that identity. There could be only one reason she would ever change it—and it wasn’t her career. She replied firmly: “Nancy Davis is my name.”

Before long, the pretexts of having to be home early for sunrise calls were forgotten. Nancy was entranced by Ronnie’s lack of movie-star ego and his seemingly bottomless inventory of amusing stories. As for him: “I had discovered her laugh and spent most of my time trying to say something funny. A lot of George Burns and Georgie Jessel material got an airing that night, and not always with credit given.” He was fascinated to learn that she was the daughter of a brilliant surgeon and had grown up in a household where movie legends like Spencer Tracy and Walter Huston were practically family. Ronnie also discovered she had never seen the ribald entertainer Sophie Tucker, known as the “Last of the Red Hot Mamas,” who was opening at Ciro’s nightclub a block away. They went for the first show and stayed for the second one. Despite his bum leg, Ronnie gamely tried some steps on the dance floor with Nancy. They had a late snack afterward with Tucker herself, and it was three thirty before they called it a night. “I don’t know if it was love at first sight, but it was something close to it,” Nancy recalled.

So goes the opening scene of the script for their love story. It appeared that fate’s hand was at work, bringing together by seeming happenstance two people who were perfect for each other. But, in fact, Nancy had been looking for a way to catch Ronnie’s eye, though he apparently was oblivious. Jill Schary Robinson, the daughter of MGM production head Dore Schary, claims that her mother had invited both Nancy and Ronnie to a dinner party some weeks before their supposedly blind date. Jill was only a teenager, but she knew that something was up with Nancy, relating to me, “Even I could see she was dazzled by Mr. Reagan.” Her mother, Miriam Schary, told author Anne Edwards she had arranged the evening specifically because Nancy wanted an opportunity to meet Ronnie. He, alas, “was obviously preoccupied and there were ten for dinner that night. I don’t recall his saying much to Nancy.”

Lynne Wasserman, daughter of Ronnie’s agent Lew Wasserman, told me that she has seen a photo of the future first couple at an even earlier social gathering held right after Nancy arrived in Los Angeles in 1949. It was a big celebration that the elder Wasserman and Anita May, whose husband’s family owned a leading department store chain, held every year on March 15 to celebrate their birthdays. Lynne Wasserman says she is sure of her facts on this one: “Ronnie and Nancy met at Tom and Anita May’s.” Nancy was also looking for other avenues that might bring the two of them together. How else to explain the fact that an actress newly arrived in Hollywood had already put in an application to run for a seat on the Screen Actors Guild board?
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