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For those who never give up












 








CHRIS: Yes, we are lovers, and I hope we always will be. I will always be in love with Dana.


DANA: And I will always be in love with Chris.

















“Real love, and the ability to love somebody as damaged as I was, that is a very rare and precious thing.”


—Chris






“It was easy to fall in love with him. He is extraordinary.”


—Dana






“There are not that many times when you come across that true, shining love that Chris and Dana had for each other.”


—Barbara Walters














PREFACE







By any definition, they were a golden couple—young, talented, famous, rich, impossibly beautiful, disarmingly charming, and improbably down to earth. He had rocketed to international fame at age twenty-six wearing the red-and-yellow cape of America’s greatest superhero. She was the aspiring singer-actress with the disarmingly self-deprecating wit who—at five feet seven inches to his six feet four inches—was nevertheless by any measure his equal.


The evidence of this perfect life they shared seemed to be everywhere. At glittering premieres and charity events, they always paused on the red carpet to smile politely for the cameras. They were socially conscious, politically engaged, and crusaded for the causes they believed in. Away from the spotlight, they were simply besotted with the young son they had together, and lavished no less affection on his two children from a previous relationship. They traveled among several homes in the private plane he piloted, and sailed the Northeastern coastline of the United States in their custom-built yacht. In public and in private, they embraced often and laughed even more. Clearly, they had every reason to.


Then it happened. In a horrifying instant, Christopher Reeve—the quintessential man of action both on and off screen—was at age forty-two rendered a wheelchair-bound quadriplegic, completely paralyzed from the shoulders down, unable even to breathe on his own. To the world, the life Chris and Dana had shared seemed irretrievably broken—shattered beyond all repair.


They were wrong. Over the next nine years, Chris, with Dana steadfastly at his side, would battle back to become both a leader in the fight to cure spinal cord injuries and a symbol of hope for millions. By the time he died suddenly and unexpectedly from an infection on October 10, 2004, Reeve was soaring higher as a humanitarian than he ever had on screen.


Chris’s suffering was over, but not Dana’s. Just four months later, Dana’s beloved mother died unexpectedly after being operated on for ovarian cancer. Then Dana would wage her own war for survival with the same dignity, courage, and humor that were the hallmarks of her life with Chris. But she would face her own crisis bearing a burden that Chris never had to: the knowledge that Will, who had scarcely gotten over the passing of his dad and his grandmother, could soon be left an orphan.


The miracle Chris and Dana set out to achieve—the medical breakthrough that would have enabled him to walk again—has yet to happen. Yet what they were as a couple, before and after the accident that changed their lives forever, was nothing short of miraculous. Theirs was a saga of fate, faith, grace, and grit—a tale of triumph and tragedy, as inspiring as it was heartbreaking. Yet it was one thing above all others: a love story.
















“They were so close. How lucky they were to have each other.”


—Michael J. Fox






“You looked at the two of them and you said to yourself, ‘Man, this is really something.’”


—Edward Herrmann, actor and friend
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Saturday, October 9, 2004
 Backstage at Southcoast Repertory Theater
 Costa Mesa, California


She was one of the bravest women Mimi Lieber had ever known. But when Lieber poked her head into the cramped dressing room to ask if Dana Reeve would be joining her and the rest of the cast of Broadway-bound Brooklyn Boy that night for a post-show drink, the solitary figure she saw was plainly terrified.


Dana had been on the road performing in Brooklyn Boy for two months—visiting home most weekends—and was set to fly back to New York once and for all the next day. She had spoken to Chris on the phone only a few hours before about how excited she was to finally be returning to her family. Now, in an instant, that excitement had turned to dread.


“Something’s wrong at home,” Dana explained, using one trembling hand to steady the other as she clasped the phone to her ear. While Dana had been onstage, one of her husband’s physicians had left an urgent message on her cell phone. Dana had received many emergency calls like this in the nine years since Chris’s accident, as he faced one medical crisis after another. But this time the doctor’s tone was unmistakably ominous.


It had all happened with such alarming speed. Although Chris could not feel it, the bedsore on his lower back was of growing concern—this on top of the systemic infection he had been fighting for nearly three months. A powerful combination of what Reeve liked to call “industrial-strength” antibiotics had worked against these infections in the past, but he had built up a resistance to them over the years. Now the nurses who took care of Chris around the clock begged him to stay in bed so the drugs could take effect.


The patient had other ideas. With Dana twenty-six hundred miles away, Chris felt it was more important than ever that he attend their twelve-year-old son Will’s peewee league hockey game that afternoon. Moreover, it was a key matchup: Will’s team, the Westchester Express, was set to go head-to-head with their archrivals, the Mass Conn Braves from Springfield, Massachusetts.


Nonetheless, the nurses continued to plead with Chris. “Please stay home this one time…This doesn’t look good.”


“No, I’m going,” Chris shot back.


“But you go to all of Will’s games. You can miss one. He’ll understand.”


“No, no, no,” Chris replied. “I want to watch Will play! So let’s go!”


It took more than three hours for the aides to dress Reeve, load his wheelchair onto his specially outfitted van—“Every time we leave the house, it’s a production,” Dana liked to joke—and drive the twenty miles to the Brewster Ice Arena. But once the Westchester Express took to the ice at 3:20 P.M., Chris was at rink level behind the glass, cheering Will and his team on.


“Will, Will, Will,” Chris chanted as his son scored two of the Express’s eleven goals to defeat the Braves. Will’s winning moves earned him the game puck for the day.


By 6 P.M., father and son were back at home on Great Hills Farm Road in suburban Bedford, New York. While Will showered and then chatted with friends online, Chris placed a call to then–Democratic presidential nominee John Kerry. The Reeves had campaigned for Kerry, a strong supporter of stem cell research that might lead to a cure for spinal cord injuries, and Chris wanted to thank the Massachusetts senator for mentioning him by name during the most recent presidential debate. “Chris was very excited about the future,” Kerry recalled. “It was a long conversation about all the things we wanted to accomplish. I knew he hadn’t been feeling well, but he gave no indication that he was in distress. He was…exuberant.”


Both ardent Yankee fans, Will and his dad dined on turkey tetrazzini while glued to the Yankees–Minnesota Twins game on television. They both cheered when the Yankees won. It had been a great day, Will later said, “for father-son bonding.”


At around 10:30 P.M., Chris was in bed and Will dropped in to say good night. He switched the set to CNN so his father could watch the latest campaign coverage, and then said good night the way he always did: Will kissed his father on the forehead, then, as he was leaving, took Chris’s big toe between his thumb and forefinger and wiggled it. It was the last time he saw his father conscious.


Will was already fast asleep when, shortly before midnight, his father suffered a massive heart attack. Chris was resuscitated and rushed by ambulance to Northern Westchester Hospital in nearby Mt. Kisco. Now Dana was being told over the phone that her husband was alive, but comatose.


“Do I need to get a plane right now?” Dana asked the doctor, her steady voice masking a rising panic.


“Yes, I think you do,” he replied.


“Could he die?” Dana inquired point-blank.


“Yes.”


She hesitated for a moment before asking one more question—the one that, in her mind, said more about the gravity of the situation than any other. It was a question that, even during the worst of the many crises that had gone before, none of Chris’s doctors had ever said yes to.


“Do I…,” Dana asked. “Do I need to call the kids?”


“Yes.”


Dana took a deep breath. She hung up the phone and immediately called the one person she knew who had the resources and the pull to get her a private jet on a moment’s notice—Marsha Williams, wife of Chris’s close pal Robin Williams.


Next, Dana phoned Will, who was now being looked after by family friends. “I’m coming home right now,” she told Will. She tried to reassure him. “Don’t worry too much. Dad’s a tough guy—he’s been through things like this before and bounced right back.”


As she headed for Los Angeles Airport to board the private jet arranged by Marsha Williams, Dana worked her cell phone. She called London to discover that Matthew Reeve, one of two children from Chris’s ten-year relationship with British modeling agent Gae Exton, was already on his way from England with his mother.


Meanwhile, Will’s half-sister Alexandra, an undergraduate student at Yale, had driven down from New Haven. Within an hour of her father’s arrival at the hospital, she was sitting at his bedside.


Alexandra had been warned that Chris had lapsed into a coma and was not responding to stimuli. But when she leaned in to speak to him, she noticed that his eyes “flickered. He knew I was there. He definitely heard me.”


It was precisely the hopeful sign Dana needed. As she flew across the country, she checked in with Alexandra, who reassured her that Chris was sleeping peacefully through the night. There had been emergencies like this in the past, Dana told herself—times when he’d been rushed off to the hospital, and yet he’d always somehow managed to come through. “I thought,” she later confessed, “There’s a possibility…”


Hope faded in the early morning hours of October 10, however, when Chris suffered a series of cardiac arrests. Each time, intensive care doctors fought frantically to pull him back from the brink—all in keeping with Dana’s wishes. “Please, please,” Dana told doctors from the plane. “Just keep him alive until I get there.”


By the time Dana arrived at Westchester County Airport late that afternoon, most of the family was already at the hospital. Gae Exton and Matthew were there from London, as were Chris’s father, Franklin Reeve, his brother Benjamin, and Dana’s parents.


Chris’s mother, Barbara, an angular, athletic woman who enjoyed rowing on Boston’s Charles River well into her seventies, had received a call at 7:30 A.M. that Chris was in intensive care and driven two hours from her home in Princeton, New Jersey. When Chris suffered his famous horseback riding accident nine years earlier, it was Barbara who stood over his bed at the University of Virginia Medical Center and made the case for taking her son off life support. “All I could think of was how active he was—sailing, scuba diving, flying a plane, skiing, tennis,” she later recalled. “I didn’t feel he would want to live if he was paralyzed, trapped in his own body.”


Although she risked angering Dana and the rest of the family back in June of 1995, Chris’s mother had persisted. “I just don’t understand,” she told the others, “why we are doing all these measures just to keep him alive.” It’s not, she said, “the kind of life he would want to live.”


At the time, Barbara’s son by her second marriage, Chris’s half-brother Jeffrey, took her aside. “Mom, Chris would want to be able to see Will grow up,” Jeff said of the then-three-year-old boy, “even out of the corner of his eye.” It was then, Barbara admitted, that she finally “came around” to the idea that life as a quadriplegic was still worth living.


The ventilators and monitors were still whooshing and beeping as they kept Chris alive, but this time things were different and everyone in the room knew it. As her son neared the end of his life, Barbara leaned over and whispered in his ear. “You’re free, Chris,” she said. “You fought a good fight and now you are finally free, Chris. You’re free of all these tubes!”


When she got to the hospital, Dana didn’t wait for the elevator. Instead, she dashed up the stairs to the second floor, threw her things down, and ran into Chris’s room. “The good news,” Mimi Lieber later observed, “is that Dana made it. I think he waited for her.”


Now that she was finally on the scene and able to help her son through this terrible ordeal, Dana asked for Will to be driven to the hospital. Once he got there, Dana fought the urge to break down as she wrapped him up in her arms. “We’re going to say good-bye to Dad now,” she whispered into his ear. Then, taking his hand, Dana led Will into intensive care.


Chris had never emerged from his coma, but Will believed that somehow he knew the people who loved him were there. Will softly kissed his father on the forehead and gently wiggled Chris’s toe.


“Night, Dad,” Will said.











“Funny how love just sort of—sneaks up on you.”


—Dana






“Dana knows every corner of me.”


—Chris
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June 30, 1987
 Williamstown, Massachusetts


He simply could not take his eyes off her. Wearing a short black off-the-shoulder evening dress, her auburn hair tumbling over tanned shoulders, Dana Morosini confidently took the microphone off the stand and gazed through the blue haze of cigarette smoke out over the heads of those sitting ringside. Then, in a sweet mezzo-soprano, she eased into Jule Styne’s lyrical ballad “The Music That Makes Me Dance.”


Williamstown was, in many ways, home to Christopher Reeve. It was here, at the annual theater festival held on the campus of Williams College, that Chris had come every summer since 1968 to sharpen his skills as a stage actor. As he had also done every year since 1968, Chris—cast this season in Aphra Behn’s costume drama The Rover—after a hard day’s rehearsal unwound with his fellow actors at the 1896 House, a quaint white-clapboard country inn nestled in the Berkshire hills.


Each night during the summer, festival-goers packed the inn’s dimly lit, ground-floor cabaret—often in hopes of seeing one of the stars perform. Over the years Chris had gamely obliged, summoning enough courage to take the stage and belt out numbers by Cole Porter, Rodgers and Hammerstein, and the Gershwins. “A lot of us have no business singing,” he allowed, “but the crowd seems to get a kick out of it.”


Tonight, however, Chris was content to sit back and listen to the Cabaret Corps, the tight little group of four professional singers who took up the slack each evening. Reeve’s friends nudged one another as he kept staring at the slender young singer with the enormous eyes and blinding smile. Chris was oblivious to everything in the room—the clinking glasses, the hum of table conversation punctuated by clattering sounds from the kitchen, and the occasional spike of laughter—everything but Dana.


POW! BIFF! “That was it,” Chris later said. “Right then I went down hook, line, and sinker. She just knocked me out. A lot of people saw that happen.” The inn’s co-owner, Denise Richer, was one of them. “We kept looking at the stage, and then at him, and then back at her,” Richer said, “and we thought, ‘Something’s happening here.’ It was so obvious.” According to fellow Rover cast member Charles Tuthill, who was standing against the back wall with Chris, “he was totally hit between the eyes. She took his breath away.”


When her number was over, Chris shook his head in wonder. “My God,” he told his buddies, “who’s that? She is incredible!”


As intently as Chris had been staring at Dana, she had been doing her best to ignore his presence in the audience. It had been eight years since he shot to stardom as the Man of Steel, and with three sequels under his yellow belt, Reeve and the iconic comic book hero he portrayed on screen now seemed virtually inseparable. If anything, at thirty-five Reeve now seemed more physically striking than ever. Standing a full head taller than virtually everyone else in the room and decked out in his customary preppie uniform of pale blue polo shirt, khakis, and Docksiders without socks, Chris was impossible to miss. “I just pretended Superman wasn’t there,” she recalled wryly. “Not as easy as it sounds.”


She had her reasons. That summer Reeve’s breakup with Gae Exton, his girlfriend of ten years and the mother of his two children, was grist for the rumor mill. While shooting Superman IV in London a few months earlier, he had been romantically linked with leading lady Mariel Hemingway. Now Williamstown was abuzz with gossip that Chris was on the prowl.


Afterward, Chris went backstage to congratulate the woman who had, it would turn out, won his heart with a single song. “Hi, I’m Chris Reeve,” he said with all the awkward charm of Clark Kent.


“Yes,” she replied, stifling the urge to blurt out, “You must be kidding.” Still suspicious of his motives—her friends had warned her he was in the audience and on the make only moments before she stepped onstage—she politely introduced herself in return, and then listened as he heaped praise on her performance.


“I’ve always liked that song,” said Chris, who sheepishly admitted to being a fan of Broadway musicals in general and Funny Girl in particular. “It’s a great song,” he told her. “You know,” he went on, struggling to make small talk, “Streisand loved that song, but they cut it from the movie.”


“I know.” She nodded, trying not to appear surprised that one of the biggest action stars of the decade not only liked show tunes but was a Barbra Streisand fan. Maybe he wasn’t going to make a move on her, she thought. Maybe her friends were completely wrong about Reeve and his intentions.


They were right, as it turned out. Chris and a few of his fellow actors from the cast of The Rover were headed to The Zoo, an after-hours Animal House–style hangout tucked away in a dormitory on the Williams College campus. The name of the establishment said it all.


“Would you like a ride?” he asked. “My truck is parked right outside.”


“Oh, no,” Dana replied without missing a beat as several of her friends showed up to congratulate her. “That’s OK. I’ve got my own car.”


“Oh,” Chris mumbled as she disappeared in the crowd. This was not the kind of response Superman was accustomed to.


Dana, meantime, was being scolded by pals who had witnessed Chris’s timid overtures. “You are crazy,” one chided her. “Why don’t you go with him?”


“But I have a car,” she insisted. “I can get there on my own.”


“Give us your keys right now!” one demanded. “We’ll drive your damn car. Christopher Reeve wants to give you a ride. Now go for it!”


“But why would I leave my perfectly good car in the parking lot,” Dana persisted stubbornly, “and then be stuck at the party?”


Her friends rolled their eyes, but by then it was too late; Chris had already spun out of the parking lot behind the wheel of his battered black pickup, hoping to meet up with Dana at The Zoo. When he got there, he ignored his friends and did not even bother to stop at the bar. Instead he stood where he could get a clear view of the front door, hands thrust in his pockets, waiting for the beautiful girl in the black off-the-shoulder dress to walk in.


Dana arrived a few minutes later, and scanned the crowd for Chris. Their eyes locked, and within moments they were standing together in the center of the crammed room. He had strolled up to her with a studied nonchalance that she found disarmingly clumsy. “Could I get you a drink?” he asked, and she said sure. But he never did. “We didn’t get a drink, we didn’t sit down, we didn’t move,” he later said. For the next hour, everything and everyone around them melted away as they stood talking—just talking.


Don’t rush this, Chris told himself. It’s too important…


“Well,” he blurted as he looked at his watch. “It’s getting late…It was very nice to meet you.” She, in turn, shook his hand, and a half hour later both were back home in their own beds.


They would eventually call June 30, 1987, simply “our day.” But on this, the day they met, they were each privately asking the same thing: “Do I really want to do this?”


 


At that point in their lives, Chris and Dana both had reasons for walking—running—in opposite directions. At twenty-six, Dana was making her Williamstown debut doing supporting parts onstage, then, once the curtain fell, rushing to the 1896 House to belt out numbers as one of the Cabaret Corps. The Williamstown Festival, which for years had attracted major stars like Chris yearning to reconnect with their roots in live theater, had also long been regarded as a showcase for up-and-coming talent. Dana Charles Morosini needed the work, and she needed to land that all-important break.


Not that she had ever faced any real hardships in her early life—far from it. Dana was born on March 17, 1961, in suburban Teaneck, New Jersey. Her father, Charles (who provided Dana with her gender-bending middle name), was a respected cardiologist, while mom, Helen, worked for a New York publishing house.


When Dana was a child, the Morosinis moved to Greenburgh, New York, a decidedly more upscale commuter enclave in country club–speckled Westchester County. All three Morosini daughters were excellent students, eager to please their demanding dad. “These were very capable young ladies,” said one family friend. “They could do anything a boy could—and that included chopping firewood.” (Eldest sister Deborah would wind up following in Daddy’s footsteps by becoming a noted physician and medical researcher, while baby of the family Adrienne became a successful real estate agent.)


In this family of headstrong achievers, Dana took on the classic role of the middle child. Whenever the inevitable family squabbles took place, it was Dana who calmed the waters. “She was the nurturer, the peacekeeper,” Adrienne said.


“She was outgoing and lots of fun and good at everything she did,” said a childhood friend. “But she was also very conscious, even at a young age, of not hurting people’s feelings. If it looked like another kid was being ganged up on or excluded for some reason, she always came to their rescue.”


Dana also had a vivid imagination. She not only walked down the street holding the hand of her imaginary friend, but also could picture her imaginary friend’s imaginary hat. “I had a very rich fantasy life,” she later recalled. “I liked to pretend, to invent characters and situations, like practically everybody who winds up becoming an actor.”


Like multitudes of other American girls, Dana also became fascinated with horses, and before she was seven she was riding competitively at equestrian centers in New Jersey and Westchester County. “Like everything else she did,” her mother once said, “Dana threw her whole heart and soul into doing it right. She had great style and control, and she loved it. Dana really became a superb horsewoman.”


Indeed, Dana was, said one family friend, “very spirited, and whatever she tried—tennis, skiing, track—she did fairly well.” A sport at which Dana did not excel just happened to be one of her father’s favorite pastimes. Charles Morosini had repeatedly tried to teach all three of his daughters how to sail on Long Island Sound, but, he said, “none of them quite got the hang of it.”


At Greenburgh’s Edgemont High, Dana was soon starring in nearly every school play and musical while at the same time maintaining a straight-A average. “Everybody was very impressed with Dana’s singing,” recalled one classmate, “but whenever you complimented her, she just laughed it off. She wasn’t stuck up at all, and she wasn’t afraid to make fun of herself. Students, teachers, parents—everybody loved her.” One of the teachers at Edgemont, Richard Glass, described Dana as being “a born leader, pure and simple.” Accordingly, she was elected senior class president and, when she graduated in 1979, was voted “most admired” by her classmates.


Determined to pursue an acting career, Dana went to New York that summer following graduation to study with Nikos Psacharopoulos, the flamboyantly eccentric director and acting coach. A decade earlier, Psacharopoulos, who was also artistic director at Williamstown, had taken a teenage Christopher Reeve under his wing.


Dana also studied for a semester at the HB (for Herbert Berghof) Studio in Manhattan, where she was taught by Uta Hagen. The legendary stage actress was “brilliant, stern, and unrelenting,” remembered Dana, who quickly learned that it was “a long, long way from being able to sing loud enough so that the parents in high school can hear you to acquiring the tools of acting.”


Over the next four years, she would major in English Literature at Vermont’s Middlebury College. But Dana would never abandon her dreams of a life on the stage. She took large roles in several college productions, including the part of the villainous Nurse Ratched in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. “Talk about casting against type,” said fellow student Peter Kiernan, who later became one of the Reeves’ closest friends and confidants. Coincidentally, Kiernan had grown up playing hockey with Chris. “Nurse Ratched is such a cold, awful character. Dana had to be a great actress to pull that off. She was such a warm, sweet, funny person—a beautiful human being, inside and out.


“Besides,” Kiernan added, “can you imagine Dana stepping out onstage in a skintight nurse’s uniform? I could barely breathe.” At the time, Kiernan said, he was “totally smitten with her. She was a knockout. I tried three or four times, but she would have nothing to do with me.” (Twenty years later, he would bring up the incident while introducing Dana to a group of movers and shakers at New York’s Algonquin Hotel. “She turned beet red,” Kiernan said. “She’d completely forgotten that I was the annoying guy who kept hitting on her back in college. Not that I was the only one, of course. She was gorgeous. Every guy felt the way I did.”)


Determined to become an actress, Dana spent her junior year abroad studying at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London. After she graduated cum laude from Middlebury, Dana headed off to Los Angeles to earn a master’s of Fine Arts degree from the West Coast’s answer to Juilliard, the prestigious California Institute of the Arts.


Through it all, Dana apparently never had a committed, long-term relationship. “A lot of guys were after her, of course,” said one of Dana’s college friends, “and she certainly dated a few of them. But Dana was too focused on her career to really get involved with anybody who didn’t knock her off her feet.”


In 1986, Dana returned to New York to start auditioning. She waited tables like every other aspiring actor, but there were also small parts off-Broadway and off-off-Broadway, as well as work in children’s theater, regional theater, and the occasional singing gig.


For a lifelong nonsmoker, the nights spent belting out show tunes and standards in hotel lobbies and dingy bars packed with chain-smokers took their toll. By the time her last set was over, Dana’s eyes would be burning, her throat would feel dry and sore, and she would often be fighting off waves of nausea. She could hardly wait to get home to wash the smoky smell out of her clothes and her hair. “As bad as it is for me,” Dana said, “imagine how awful it is for the people who have to wait on tables or tend bar for eight hours at a stretch. I feel so sorry for them.”


She would never, by contrast, feel sorry for herself. “Dana was unbelievably positive and upbeat,” Ed Herrmann said. “It sounds corny, but she was that proverbial person who lights up a room.” Added a fellow struggling actor, “Dana never made a science of whining like the rest of us. But she was no Pollyanna, either. She felt the sting of rejection and disappointment as much as the rest of us did.”


At audition after audition, she kept being passed over in favor of more seasoned actresses. “She comes across as the girl next door,” Psacharopoulos observed, “at a time in the theater when they aren’t always looking for the girl next door.” When one scene called for her to cut loose with profanity, the casting director rejected her on the grounds that “nobody’s going to believe words like that coming out of her mouth.”


Little did they know. “Dana was a class act, but she was no prude,” said a former member of Williamstown’s Cabaret Corps. “When it was called for, she could swear with the best of them.”


For the first time, cracks were beginning to show in Dana’s facade of unbridled optimism. “It just wasn’t happening,” she allowed. “Of course, I was terribly frustrated. I just wanted the chance to show people what I was capable of as a performer.”


So when Nikos Psacharopoulos invited her to be part of the Williamstown Festival’s 1987 summer season (at a staggering salary of $25 per week), Dana pounced at the chance. She would be completely focused on her work to the exclusion of all else—including men. The last thing she needed, Dana Morosini tried to convince herself, was the distraction of a summer romance. “I’m not in the market for some guy on the make,” she confided to one of the other actresses at Williamstown. “I don’t care how cute he is.”


 


Like Dana, Chris was standing at a crossroads. His one long-term relationship had already crashed noisily to earth, and now his career seemed to be in a free fall.


Not that Reeve’s life was ever as charmed as it seemed from the outside. A descendant of France’s noble D’Olier clan, Chris’s great-grandfather Franklin D’Olier became the president of the Prudential Insurance Company during the 1940s and would remain at the helm of Prudential for more than a quarter century. His grandson Franklin D’Olier Reeve decided to break away from the constraints of wealth and privilege—although not before allowing his family to pay his way through Princeton.


It was while pursuing a graduate degree in Russian Studies at Columbia—and flirting with socialism on the side—that Franklin Reeve met Vassar student Barbara Pitney Lamb at a family gathering. As it happened, Barbara Lamb’s uncle had married Franklin’s mother, Anne, after Anne divorced Franklin’s father, Richard Reeve. It was just one small corner in the tangled web of divorces, remarriages, stepparents, half siblings, and stepsiblings that characterized the Family Reeve—and led to Chris’s abiding distrust of marriage as an institution.


Barbara and Franklin (“F.D.”) were married in 1951, and ten months later—on September 25, 1952—Christopher D’Olier Reeve was born at Lenox Hill Hospital on New York’s Upper East Side. A year later, Chris’s brother Benjamin arrived. Despite the trappings of wealth—the D’Olier millions meant that all the Reeves would have entrée into the most elite prep schools, universities, and private clubs—“Tophy” and “Beejy” felt anything but secure growing up.


As tall, movie star–handsome F.D. climbed the ladder of academia to prominence as a translator, poet, and essayist, college-educated Barbara languished at home in the classic 1950s role of stay-at-home mom. The marriage soon unraveled, and by the time Chris was three his parents were divorced.


The boys, who went to live with their mother in Princeton, New Jersey, were never quite sure where they stood with their mercurial dad. After he married Columbia graduate student Helen Schmidinger in 1956, F.D. became less and less involved in his sons’ lives, focusing instead on the three children he had with his new wife: Chris’s half sister Alison (“Alya”) and half brothers Brock and Mark.


The tension between Franklin and his first two boys became even more pronounced after Barbara married wealthy investment banker Tristram Johnson in 1959. The bluff, unrepentantly nonintellectual “Tris” brought his four children from a previous marriage—Johnny, Tommy, Beth, and Kate—into the mix, and by 1963 Chris had two new half brothers, Jeff and Kevin. Fun-loving and, unlike Franklin, decidedly down to earth, Tris Johnson was a generous and loving stepfather to Chris and Ben—so much so that Chris actively considered changing his surname to Johnson.


According to Chris, that bond may have made F.D. even more resentful. Soon the boys were spending almost no time at all with their father. When he did return from the occasional weekend with Chris and Ben, Franklin deposited them a block away and ordered them to walk the rest of the way home. “I have no interest,” he would snarl, “in seeing that woman or her new husband ever again.”


No matter. Eventually, these second marriages would also end in divorce. “It did not exactly inspire confidence,” Chris would later say, “in the ability of men and women to have any sort of lasting relationship at all.”


Meanwhile, Chris and his brother were shuttled among Reeve and Johnson family homes in Princeton (where Mom landed a job as a reporter for the weekly Town Topics), Connecticut, Martha’s Vineyard, and on the Jersey shore. Ironically, the boy who would grow up to play Superman was a sickly child. Like his mother, Chris was asthmatic and suffered from a wide range of allergies—including one to horses. He also suffered from Osgood-Schlatter disease, a painful medical condition which caused fluid to build up in the joints, and from alopecia; at periodic intervals and without any warning, his hair simply fell out by the handful. Nobody knew why.


None of this, however, kept Chris from being the classic firstborn overachiever. He excelled in the classroom and—despite the grab bag of ailments that afflicted him—quickly proved himself to be a gifted athlete. A self-described loner, Chris preferred solitary pursuits like running, swimming, tennis, and fencing to team sports—a reflection of his own reluctance to depend on anyone else. (Chris would earn his varsity prep school letter in hockey, playing the more solitary position of goalie.)


Chris was also a gifted musician who practiced piano ninety minutes a day and, seemingly effortlessly, mastered elaborate pieces by Mozart, Ravel, and Debussy. Barbara Johnson would reward her son by giving him a Steinway Grand for his sixteenth birthday.


Chris also came to the realization at an early age that he could act. From the age of thirteen on, he would dash from school to the McCarter Theatre in Princeton, searching for any roles that called for an adolescent. Two years after joining the McCarter, he would be accepted by the Williamstown Theatre Festival, where he would return every subsequent summer—even after he struck gold in Hollywood. (By the time he met Dana, Chris had even built a beautiful hilltop home in Williamstown.)


In fact, the theater became his family. “I knew I was loved as a child,” Chris said, “but I grew up feeling that I could not count on other people to always be there for me.” In stark contrast to the stable and supportive family life Dana had enjoyed, Chris described his family as “all just bits and pieces. You don’t want to risk getting involved with people for fear that things are going to fall apart. That’s why I found relief in playing characters,” continued Chris, who had an Actors’ Equity Card at sixteen. “You knew where you were in fiction. You knew where you stood.”


Even at age nineteen, Chris so impressed stage veterans that they eagerly cast him in a variety of parts. “In walked this gawky, earnest, slightly goofy Adonis,” recalled Tony Award–winning director Jack O’Brien, “and yet what instantly struck you was his mind. He was so obviously, incredibly, bright.”


By the time Chris graduated from Cornell University with a degree in English and Music Theory in 1974, he had apprenticed in summer stock, off-Broadway, and in regional theater. At the Loeb Drama Center in Cambridge, Massachusetts, he played in everything from Turgenev’s A Month in the Country to Death of a Salesman. He also played Macheath in the Manhattan Theater Club production of The Threepenny Opera, and acted opposite Oscar-winner Celeste Holm in The Irregular Verb to Love before being cast to play Eleanor Parker’s much-younger lover in the comedy Forty Carats. (During that run, Chris experienced one of his many brushes with death when a fifty-pound spotlight crashed down onto the stage in the middle of a performance.)


From Cornell, Chris, with Jack O’Brien’s help, enrolled at Juilliard to study under John Houseman, the curmudgeonly theater legend who won an Academy Award playing a crusty law professor in The Paper Chase but was best known for his Smith Barney TV commercials (“They make money the old-fashioned way. They earn it.”). “Mr. Reeve, it’s very important that you become a serious actor,” Houseman intoned. “Unless, of course, they offer you a shitload of money to do something else.”


That year at Juilliard, Chris studied with the likes of Kevin Kline, Mandy Patinkin, and William Hurt. But the friendship he began with his frenetic young roommate (“He was like a balloon that had been inflated and immediately released.”) would last a lifetime. “We clicked right away because we were exact opposites,” Chris later explained of his relationship with Robin Williams. Indeed, the stalwart uberpreppie seemed the perfect foil for Williams’s crazed antics. “I never tried to top him—of course I couldn’t. I never tried to do bits with him. I was just my old boring self.”


To the fans of Love of Life, Chris was anything but boring. Heeding John Houseman’s advice to go for the money, he dropped out of Juilliard to play bigamist tennis bum Ben Harper in the long-running CBS soap opera. Over the course of two years, Chris became one of the genre’s most loved/hated cads—and brought himself the kind of fame that made him irresistible to, in his words, “a certain kind of scoundrel-loving woman.” However artless his passes may have seemed, at twenty-three Chris took advantage of Manhattan’s pre-AIDS singles scene. However, waking up in the morning next to someone he didn’t know soon became, Chris said, “embarrassing and vaguely disappointing.”


At the height of his soap opera fame, Chris got his shot at Broadway playing Katharine Hepburn’s grandson in Enid Bagnold’s A Matter of Gravity. As she always did when she met someone for the first time, Kate went out of her way to say something provocative, confrontational, or downright rude. When Chris brought greetings from his grandmother Beatrice Lamb, a former classmate of Hepburn’s at Bryn Mawr, Kate replied, “Oh, Bea. I never could stand her.” Then she sized Chris up head to toe, glared at his feet, and ordered him to shine his shoes.


During the endless rehearsals and out-of-town tryouts that followed, Chris refused to be cowed by the domineering Hepburn. She, in turn, developed an almost grandmotherly affection for him. At one point Chris, who was still flying back from tryouts in Philadelphia, Washington, New Haven, Boston, and Toronto to tape Love of Life in New York, collapsed onstage from exhaustion and malnutrition. Hepburn turned to the audience and joked, “This boy’s a goddamn fool. He doesn’t eat enough red meat!”


A Matter of Gravity received a lukewarm reception from critics, but the chance to see Hepburn onstage was enough to fill the theater for two and a half months. Chris even seized the opportunity to do a little family fence-mending on opening night. “I said, ‘What the hell,’ and got my parents and stepparents tickets all together in the same row,” he remembered. By the time the curtain fell, the squabbling ex-spouses and their new mates had all “buried the hatchet.”


Hepburn, for one, was impressed. “I come from a big family and I know from experience how impossibly pigheaded and stubborn one’s relatives can be,” she said. “It took guts to do what he did.” From then on, Hepburn would be one of Christopher Reeve’s biggest boosters—to the point of calling up studios to lobby on his behalf. “Chris is so honest, so genuine,” she told one journalist at the time. “I wonder if maybe he’s a little too good-looking. They really like to put ugly people in pictures these days. My God, just look at the creatures up there on the screen! But they’re going to have to start putting attractive people back in the movies eventually…and once he finds the right part—a big, fat, juicy leading man part, I mean—Chris is going to be a big, big star.”


Unfortunately, Chris made his film debut the following year playing a member of a nuclear submarine crew in Gray Lady Down, starring Charlton Heston. The movie sank at the box office. “I absolutely wrote myself off,” said Chris, who spent the next five months “sponging off friends, sleeping on couches, turning into a vegetable, and then one day I said this isn’t right.”


Chris soon found himself back in New York, scrambling for anything he could get. He had just been turned down for a Woolite commercial when the call came that would change his life forever.


When Chris told his father that he had been chosen out of a field that at one time or another had included Steve McQueen, Robert Redford, James Caan, Bruce Jenner, and Sylvester Stallone to star in a big budget screen version of Superman, F.D. was ecstatic—until it dawned on him that Chris was not talking about the lead in George Bernard Shaw’s Man and Superman. When Chris mentioned that the producers had not yet cast the role of Lois Lane, F.D. looked visibly deflated. “Oh,” he said archly, “that Superman.”


Growing up among such bookish Ivy Leaguers, Chris was only vaguely aware of Superman and never watched the highly successful 1950s TV serial starring George Reeves. As an aficionado of Hollywood lore, however, Chris was aware that Reeves, whose surname so closely resembled his own, grew despondent over being typecast as Superman and shot himself to death in 1959.


“I haven’t been acting this long to be typecast as Superman,” said Chris, shrugging off the notion of a Superman curse. “Once this movie is out, I’ll play neurotics or weaklings. But right now Superman is not a bad role for me.”


Chris actually had his doubts, and sought advice from friends. “It’s so big and it’s so scary,” he told Jack O’Brien. “I’m afraid of what it might do to me.”


“You have a great mind,” O’Brien told him. “You won’t lose your way, Chris. You won’t lose yourself—I promise you.”


Chris attacked the job the way he did everything else in life—with a single-minded ferocity. By way of transforming his athletic but slender physique, he spent at least four hours a day lifting weights for ten weeks, packing thirty-three pounds of muscle onto his six-foot-four-inch frame. He also proved himself more than capable of playing Superman’s alter ego, the stoop-shouldered, bespectacled, lovably shy Clark Kent. By the time he went before the cameras in London, it looked as if Chris had stepped right out of the pages of the comic book. “If there’s a God in heaven,” said Superman director Richard Donner, “he sent me Christopher Reeve.”


Chris, who had earned his pilot’s license in his spare time and was flying his single-engine A36 Bonanza whenever and wherever he could, was also insisting on doing his own stunts in the movie. Dangling from wires for hours on end, he worked for hours perfecting his takeoffs and landings as the Man of Steel. Marlon Brando, who played Superman’s father, Jor-El, tried to talk Reeve out of taking any unnecessary chances. “Why risk your neck?” Brando asked. “It’s only a movie.”


Released in December of 1978, Superman was an instant smash. The film would go on to gross more than $300 million worldwide—five times its production budget—in the process making it one of the biggest moneymakers of all time and Chris the proverbial overnight star. He admitted to being “a little overwhelmed” by how strongly the public identified him with the quintessentially American icon he was portraying.


“You would not believe,” Chris told one writer, “what women would expect from somebody who played Superman.” There would be hundreds of overtures and propositions, but Chris was no longer available. Months earlier, Chris was on the commissary lunch line during the shooting of Superman when he backed up and accidentally stepped on the foot of modeling agent Gae Exton. While it was hardly love at first sight for the leggy, blond Exton, Chris was instantly smitten.


Fresh from a bitter breakup with her millionaire husband, David Iverson, Exton kept Chris at arm’s length until the third date. Even then, all they did was kiss. “She was shocked,” he recalled, “that I wasn’t going to muscle past the door into her bed.”


Things moved rather quickly from then on. After months during which the tabloids linked the hunky Reeve with everybody from his Superman costar Valerie Perrine to Farrah Fawcett, Chris appeared with Exton at the film’s royal premiere in London.


Not all of Reeve’s fans were beautiful, high-profile women. Chris would occasionally slip into his red cape, black boots, and blue tights and make surprise visits to children’s hospitals and pediatric wards. Through the Make-A-Wish Foundation, he also fulfilled the dying wishes of several terminally ill children to meet Superman. “It’s very hard for me to be silly about Superman,” Reeve said, “because I have seen children dying of brain tumors who as their last request wanted to talk to me, and have gone to their graves with a kind of peace…I’ve seen that Superman really matters.”


Financially, Superman mattered less to Chris than it did to several supporting players. While Brando took home $3.7 million for a few days’ work and Gene Hackman collected $2 million playing Superman’s nemesis Lex Luthor, Chris was paid a mere $250,000 for both the original and the sequel.


Nevertheless, the film vaulted Reeve from the ranks of journeyman soap stars to Hollywood’s A List of leading men. Soon multimillion-dollar offers were pouring in. In quick succession, Chris turned down the racy American Gigolo (the movie would help turn Richard Gere into a star), the even racier Body Heat (a career-maker for William Hurt), and the part of Fletcher Christian in a big budget remake of Mutiny on the Bounty (the part went to up-and-comer Mel Gibson).


Vowing to “escape the cape,” Chris chose a low-budget time-travel romance as his next project. The movie would be released to lackluster reviews and fail at the box office. But over the years, Somewhere in Time would, like such initial box office flops as The Wizard of Oz and It’s a Wonderful Life, go on to develop a huge following. (The film would also have immense international appeal. Somewhere in Time was an immediate hit when it was released in Asia in 1984; the movie wound up playing before packed houses at Hong Kong’s Palace Theater for eighteen months straight. By 2008, Somewhere in Time would rank as the sixth highest-grossing film of all time in China. Back in the U.S., the film would air countless times on television to strong ratings, spawning the International Network of Somewhere in Time Enthusiasts (INSITE), several Internet Web sites, and a cottage industry of books, posters, photographs, CDs, DVDs, and movie-related memorabilia.)
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