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            “The best of a crop of new books that take us into the turbulent world of stardom.”

            —The New York Times Book Review

            “Natasha is ready to share who her ‘brave and strong’ mother truly was . . . in her memoir More Than Love.”

            —People

            “What her daughter remembers isn’t the myth, but her mother. A ­beautiful woman devoted to giving her daughters the only thing she never had—a real childhood.”

            —New York Daily News

            “In this heartfelt memoir, she offers a look at her life—as a child enraptured by her mother, and then as an actress, trying to forge her own way while making sense of her mother’s.”

            —Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

            “Reveals many small, sweet details of her mother’s personal life. . . . By sharing her memories, Natasha hopes to erase the perception that Natalie was a victim.”

            —Closer Weekly

            “Vivid and heartbreaking . . . fascinating . . . [a] personal account that fans of old Hollywood will savor.”

            —Booklist (starred review)

            “Heart-wrenching . . . Wagner’s beautifully written and unashamedly emotional memoir is a love letter to Natalie Wood and an enduring gift to her fans.”

            —Publishers Weekly

            “[An] eloquent debut . . . it is Wagner’s sensitive, probing depiction of how she coped without Wood that makes for the most compelling reading in a book that celebrates both a brilliant actress and a bygone film era. An intimate and heartfelt memoir.”

            —Kirkus Reviews

            “This beautifully written memoir will appeal to movie fans, but Wagner’s long search for emotional stability also makes it a compelling tool for those crippled by grief.”

            —Shelf Awareness

            “In More Than Love, Natasha Gregson Wagner brings to life her extraordinarily talented and devoted movie-star mother, Natalie Wood; their magical life before Natalie’s tragic drowning when Natasha was eleven; and Natasha’s struggle to grow up after. The book is moving, powerful, and so honest. Natasha Gregson Wagner is a bright life force as was her mother.”

            —Delia Ephron, author of Siracusa

            “In this wrenching memoir, Natasha Gregson Wagner conjures in precise, dreamlike detail the idyllic, protected childhood that her mother, Natalie Wood, created for her—a menagerie of animals and friends, a garden always in bloom, laughter on the telephone, bubbles in the bath—and how that dream morphed into a cold-sweat nightmare with Wood’s sudden death. After Wood dies, eleven-year-old Natasha’s world goes gray, like Oz in reverse. Writing from inside an experience long crystallized as Hollywood lore and sometimes as Hollywood scandal, Wagner deftly redirects us to the true mystery, that of the deep and enduring bond she shares with her namesake.”

            —Dana Goodyear, author of The Oracle of Hollywood Boulevard, Honey and Junk, and Anything That Moves

            “A mother’s death is a loss that changes a daughter forever. In More Than Love, Natasha Gregson Wagner shows us how it’s possible to carry ­memories forward with compassion and grace. Her book is a beautiful testimony to the enduring nature of a mother’s love.”

            —Hope Edelman, author of Motherless Daughters
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For Delia, who believed I had my own story to tell.

For Courtney, my intrepid sister, my comrade-in-arms.

For Clover, the golden glue, my dearest one.





For we think back through our mothers if we are women.

—Virginia Woolf

The world is violent and mercurial—it will have its way with you. We are saved only by love—love for each other and the love that we pour into the art we feel compelled to share: being a parent; being a writer; being a painter; being a friend. We live in a perpetually burning building, and what we must save from it, all the time, is love.

—Tennessee Williams






Prologue

November 29, 1981

The voice from the clock radio is tinny and muffled.

“The body of actress Natalie Wood has been found off the coast of Catalina Island.”

It is Sunday morning, and I’m sleeping over at my best friend Tracey’s house. I am eleven years old.

The man on the radio repeats the words “body” and “Natalie Wood.”

I am no longer asleep, but not yet awake; on the brink of awareness. If I keep my eyes shut, I think, the voice might be part of a dream, which means that if I open my eyes it might be real.

Now the man on the radio is saying “accident” and “drowned” and my eyes are open so this can’t be a dream. But there has to be some horrible mistake. My mom and stepfather, Robert Wagner, whom I call Daddy, are out on their boat, safe and sound. My dad is the ship’s captain, and my mom is the first mate. They spend weekends on the Splendour all the time.

I am snuggled in Tracey’s spare single bed, the one her mom put in her room especially for me because I am such a frequent guest. Tracey’s house, in the Bird Streets neighborhood of the Hollywood Hills, is my home away from home. Janis, Tracey’s mother, is my mom away from my mom. How could anything bad happen to me here? Tracey has a brand-new wood-paneled clock radio. It must have gone off at seven by mistake because this isn’t a school day.

I sit up. I need to call my mom. I go to the living room, but when I get there, the receiver is off the hook and I can’t get a dial tone. I go to find Janis and tell her I need her help. Together we try to call my mom on the boat, but we can’t get through. I decide to call the house. Liz Applegate, my mom’s assistant, picks up.

“Liz, what are you doing at my house on Sunday?”

“I’m just working today, lovey,” she says in her familiar British accent.

Before I can ask her another question, I turn around and my nanny, Kilky, and my dad’s driver, Stanley, have arrived to pick me up. I look at my sweet Kilky for answers, but her face seems frozen, like someone in a fairy tale turned to stone. I immediately know that something is very wrong. Outside, the ground feels cold and damp beneath my bare feet, wet from rain the night before. Why am I allowed to go outside without my shoes on? Wasn’t I supposed to stay at Tracey’s all weekend? I don’t ask these questions. Instead, I climb into the back seat of my mom’s cream-colored Mercedes. Stanley gets into the front seat. He never drives my mom’s car, only my dad’s. What is going on?

On the way home, thick blankets of clouds hang low in the sky. The world is dim and charcoal gray; everything is blurred around the edges, like a picture postcard submerged in a puddle. After the engine rumbles to silence, the car door opens. We go through the front gate. In the yard, the leaves from our birch tree are scattered on the ground.

The familiar wooden front door of our house clicks shut behind me, but I don’t feel the usual safety and comfort of returning home. There are too many people here for a Sunday morning, especially since my parents are away. Liz is there. One of my godmothers, Delphine Mann. Our family friends the Benjamins.

Suddenly, Tracey’s mom, Janis, is here too.

“What’s going on?” I ask Liz and Janis.

“We don’t know, lovey,” Liz says. “We’re not sure.” They are grown-ups. Aren’t they supposed to have the answers?

My dad is going to be home soon. Janis and I go upstairs and crawl into my mom’s bed together to wait for him. The sheets and blankets smell of my mom’s gardenia perfume, of my mother and her warm hugs and soft kisses. As I wrap myself in the familiar scent, Janis strokes my hair, comforting me. I have known and loved her since I was in kindergarten. She’s the physical opposite of my brunette mother, with bleached blond hair, tan skin, and a low, soothing voice. We wonder aloud what happened, why the man on the radio made that awful announcement, saying those words that could not be true.

“Maybe she isn’t dead. Maybe she just broke her leg,” I say, trying to convince myself.

Janis agrees. Her voice is warm and gravelly. I snuggle into her embrace and pray to God that Mommie is okay.

How long do I spend upstairs with Janis? It might be thirty minutes or three hours. Then I hear the front door open and close quietly. I know it is my dad.

Down the carpeted stairs I step without a sound, still in my nightgown. I’m expecting to see my dad’s familiar face, always smiling, with blue eyes that sparkle when he greets me or my mom or my sisters. But the man at the bottom of the stairs isn’t smiling; his face is ashen and his eyes look pale, haunted, devoid of any light. He doesn’t speak when he sees me and I know in a sudden horrifying flash that it’s all true.

The floor seems to fall away beneath me. I drop into his arms and we cry together. My seven-year-old sister, Courtney, shuffles down the stairs in her nightie, sleepy-eyed and confused. He pulls her into our embrace.

“You’re not going to see Mommy anymore,” he says. “But I want you to know that I’m never going to leave you. We’re still a family.”

I close my eyes. This can’t be real, I tell myself. Even as I hear myself weeping and crying out, “It’s not fair!” I still can’t believe it.

Minutes or hours pass, I can’t tell. I open my eyes and the house is full of people. Outside the window, reporters, photographers, and TV cameramen perch at our front gate like a roost of crows.

She’s gone. She’s never coming home again. What’s going to happen to me? To all of us?

I have no clear memory of the rest of the day. I’m sure I must have eaten and slept, but I don’t know what I ate and I don’t remember going to bed. I just remember that everything seemed different. Our house felt different. It smelled different. There was no safe place for me. I needed a hug from my mom. I needed to hear her voice, but she wasn’t there.

A few weeks later, once the autopsy is complete, the coroner and the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department conclude that my mother’s death was a terrible accident, without any evidence of foul play. That she had gone down to the dinghy attached to our boat and then likely missed a step, slipping and falling into the water, her water-logged parka weighing her down so she couldn’t hoist herself out. The case was closed.



Losing my mother was the defining moment of my life. No other event would ever again so sharply etch its mark upon my soul, or so completely color the way I navigate the world, or leave my heart quite as broken. We had shared only a little over a decade together, yet I missed her with such intensity that she remained on the cusp of my every thought, the echoes of her face reverberating back to me each time I looked in the mirror.

The following year, we moved out of the house in Beverly Hills. It was too sad to stay there any longer without her. My mom had decorated our home to the brim with carved wooden furniture and paintings, knickknacks, photos in silver frames. Everywhere I looked there was another object that led me back to her: the forest-green upright piano she practiced on when she was a little girl; the set of sterling-silver goblets that Spencer Tracy had given to her for her first wedding. After she died, all her belongings were boxed up and taken away, put in storage. My dad let Courtney and me pick out whatever we wanted to take with us to our new house in Brentwood. I chose a few framed photographs and pieces of her jewelry and art, precious mementoes that I would carry with me wherever I went in the world: away to college, to my first apartment, to each place I called home.

In the years after her death, I learned to protect myself from her memory, afraid I might be subsumed by it. Even with my therapist, whose office I sat in each week after my mom died, I feared that if I examined my mother’s story too closely, it would overwhelm me. Would my rose-tinted view of her be shattered by some ugly truth she had hidden from me? Or would I simply be reminded of how perfectly wonderful she was, generating a fresh wave of devastation over losing her? The joy of loving and being loved by her had ended so abruptly and with such finality that even my happiest recollections of her were difficult for me to think about.

My mother was famous, which meant I also had to protect myself from other people’s perceptions of her. Whenever a new biography or article came out about Natalie Wood, I ignored it. If authors sent me copies of their books about her, I mailed them right back. I was not interested in what a complete stranger thought about my mother’s life; I only wanted to talk to people who actually knew my mom, her closest friends and confidants. People like my godfather, Mart Crowley, who kept every letter she wrote to him. “Darling, no one was stronger than your mother; she was the strongest of us all,” he often reminds me. My mom’s close friend Delphine told me that when my mother ordered her chopped salads at La Scala she always asked for “no garbanzo beans!” or if she was out to dinner and wanted to touch up her lipstick, she used a knife for a mirror. When you have famous parents there’s so much noise, so many people trying to tell you who your parents really were, that you have to shut yourself off from the chatter. You block it out, relying on the close circle of people you trust and your own memories, of course.

If I stumbled on an article in a magazine about “The Tragic Life and Death of Natalie Wood” at the doctor’s office, I would scan the piece to see if perhaps they had managed to get something right. Usually there was more that was wrong. The people who wrote the articles seemed to only want to portray my mother as someone who was troubled and deeply depressed at times. Who was my mother? Was it possible I didn’t really know her? Did she put on a cheerful act for her children and live a secret life of despair behind closed doors? The same tabloids have long been fixated on the night of her death and the so-called unsolved mystery of how she drowned. They continue to repeat the same stories, that my mother was allegedly having an affair with the actor Christopher Walken, who was also on the boat, that my dad was jealous, that she had fought with my father on the night she died, that somehow her death was the result of foul play.

Over the years, when I was asked to comment on my mother’s life, I usually declined. I didn’t want to speak to the press or give interviews about her. I knew people would only want to dwell on the negative or more sensational aspects of my mother’s life and on her death. I didn’t want to join the circus of speculation. I wanted to keep the mother I knew to myself.

It was only when I became a mom myself, at the age of forty-one, that I began to think about my mother’s legacy in a new way. Might I play some part in telling her story? Soon after my daughter’s birth, I agreed to help put together a book of photographs celebrating my mother. This meant I had to track down as many images of her as possible to fill the book’s pages. It also meant having to pay a visit to her belongings, still boxed away safely in a storage unit in Glendale, California.



The skies over Los Angeles are impenetrable and white, wrapping the city in sticky heat as I drive over to the storage facility where my mother’s possessions are housed. For decades, I’ve avoided coming to this place, reluctant to spend time rummaging around in the past. The only other time I’ve been here was in 1991, as a twenty-year-old, when I visited with my sister, Courtney, selecting a few pieces to keep for myself before fleeing, not wanting to be reminded of the pleasures of my childhood and the pain of my mother’s absence.

This time around, I’ve decided to approach my trip to the storage unit as a job that needs to be done. I’m here to find photos. I park my car in the lot and make my way toward the building. The storage unit is a large, square, unremarkable concrete block. I walk up the ramp and check in at the front desk. The owner leads me along a corridor and to my mother’s unit. He’s known our family for years, as my mom’s things have been kept here since the early 1980s. He’s kindly, familiar, fatherly in his button-down oxford and khakis. He pushes the mechanism on the front of the giant door and it swings open, like one of those massive doors on a Hollywood soundstage. Appropriate, I think.

Inside, the temperature dips dramatically. The rooms here are kept chilled, to better preserve their contents. I look around me. I’m in a space about the size of a small bedroom, its walls lined with wooden shelves filled with boxes and books. My mother’s publicity stills and movie posters are strewn across the walls in frames. The scent of old paper and cardboard boxes, of basements and attics, hangs in the air.

The owner anticipates that I might feel cold so he brings in a small space heater. Then he leaves, closing the giant door behind him. It clicks shut and the outside world is gone.

I’m here to do a job, I tell myself again. I’m looking for photos. I start pulling out scrapbooks and large leather albums from the shelves. Some of the albums have images inside them but others are filled with all the letters my mother kept, each one pasted carefully in place. My mom was a collector by nature. She saved every letter and card—and our family received many. In the days before texting, email, and social media, everyone mailed letters and thank-you notes. My parents sent vacation photos and postcards when they traveled, and had telegrams, flowers, and presents delivered on special occasions. Here are albums that contain every one of my report cards and birthday cards. I soon find the scrapbooks my grandmother put together, chronicling my mother’s movie career. Inside are yellowed newspaper articles, color-saturated pages from long-lost publications like Screenland and Movie Mirror, transporting me back to the 1940s, when my mother’s career as an actor began.

Both my parents loved making family memories and recording them, either in writing or with a camera. At home, photos and home movies filled albums, shelves, and boxes. The same is true of the storage unit. On one of the wooden shelves here I see the large velvet photo albums that I remember from my childhood. I open a page in the middle of the book. Here’s a picture of Mommie and me bending down to pet a black goat. I have a knitted cap on my head. My mother crouches over me with a look of wonder and glee on her face, as if she too is seeing a goat for the first time. I remember this about her. Her childlike excitement in step with mine. Her hair is long and chestnut brown, parted in the middle, shining in the sun.

I flip to another page. We are on the cover of a magazine called Lady’s Circle. The year is 1979. My mom wears a turquoise top and my dad’s turquoise-and-silver necklace. She looks straight into the camera. Professional, poised. I stand behind her, my arm draped casually around her, my smile as big as can be. I look proud, safe, loved.

I make my way to the end of the book. My mother is standing in the garden of our home on Canon Drive. Her hair is curly, framing her most lovely face. She smiles; she’s happy. I stand next to her with my arm around her waist. I wear a green-and-white-striped T-shirt. My hair is long and blondish brown—the same color hers was when she was my age. I am older here, probably ten. There is certainty in the smile on my face. The certainty that all is well.

I stay for hours, exploring the unit, forgetting my duties as a photo researcher. On the ground are stacks of silvery canisters filled with reels of film. Later I learn that many of these are filled with Super 8 movies of my childhood, the early years of her career, outtakes from the films in which she starred. A filing cabinet contains her datebooks starting in 1964 all the way to 1981, the year she died. Here are her bound movie scripts from films like Rebel Without a Cause, the movie she made with James Dean; Gypsy, in which she starred as Gypsy Rose Lee, with Rosalind Russell playing the ultimate stage mother Mama Rose; and Love with the Proper Stranger, her romantic comedy-drama with Steve McQueen. On the top shelves are her awards: her Golden Globes, her international film festival awards. In one corner, I discover a bronze bust of her friend James Dean, whom she always called Jimmy. At the back of the unit I find clear plastic containers filled with her hairpieces from her many movie roles—the small, chocolate-brown ponytail she wore in the movie adaptation of the Tennessee Williams play This Property Is Condemned; the gray, curly wig from the scene in the comedy caper Penelope when her character dresses up as an old lady to rob a bank; the pageboy wig from Inside Daisy Clover, one of my favorite movies of hers, in which she plays a tomboy misfit who makes it big in Hollywood—all her hairpieces yet none of her hair.

It’s getting late. I really should leave. But as I’m getting ready to go, I notice a battered cardboard carton that looks like it’s about to be thrown away. I open it, sifting through the unrelated papers and objects. I pull out a notebook and open it. I realize I am holding one of her journals in my hands. On the first page is a handwritten note, taped in place, that reads: “Two lonely stars with no place in the sun, found their orbit—each other, and then they were one.” Underneath, my mother explained that this was the note that she had given to Robert Wagner, my stepfather, on the first anniversary of their falling in love, the same day they became engaged.

“I didn’t dream it,” I remember thinking to myself. “This was real. My mom, her love for my dad and for me, our house, our happiness, it all existed.”

After that first visit, I made countless trips back to the storage unit. A regular pilgrimage of sorts. I entered the space, and, for a few hours, time stopped moving forward. My mother’s belongings were so distinctly hers, radiating everything that I loved and missed about her. In some strange way, I felt as if she had been patiently waiting all those years, like Sleeping Beauty, for someone to come and awaken her memory. Had she been hoping for me to come and rediscover her?

During those hours in the unit, memories long ago pushed away surged to the front of my mind. There were moments when I found myself overcome by a sadness so all-consuming that I wondered if I had made a mistake ever coming here. Leaving the building, I would put on dark glasses to mask the hot tears brimming in my eyes. My car was usually parked close by. I knew as soon as I opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat, I could let go and cry. What a relief that was. Glendale is about forty-five minutes from my home in Venice. Those emotional drives were part of my journey—my journey back to her.

I began to arrange the pieces of my mother’s life, the stories of my childhood, the photos of our family, our home movies, the letters she saved, the datebooks where she recorded the details of our days. I made a gallery wall of sorts in my mind. These are the pieces that make me the person that I am.






PART 1 With







Chapter 1
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Natalie and Natasha at home on North Bentley Avenue, 1971.



My first memory is an awareness of comfort and love, a feeling of being held in the cocoon of my mother’s embrace. All is right with the world. I can see her face above me, her velvet brown eyes, doe-like, smiling down at me. Her dark hair falls in my face in soft waves as she bends down to kiss me. The unmistakable scent of her gardenia perfume. Her sweetly musical voice she uses just for me, “Hello, my little Natooshie, I love you,” the sound of it sighing slightly upward. These are my earliest sensations.

My mother loved to sing, and I loved to listen. At night, when she tucked me into bed—or anytime I was tired or upset—she sang a lilting Russian lullaby called “Bayushki Bayu.” Later, I learned the song was about a wolf that comes in the night and drags little babies out of their beds and into the forest. My mom’s parents were Russian immigrants and she had grown up hearing the language all around her. She could speak it a little, although not fluently, but when she sang to me, the sounds seemed to come to her naturally. Other times, when we were driving in the car, she sang “Frère Jacques” or “My Favorite Things” or a silly song called “Fried Ham.”

When I picture my mother during the days of my childhood, she isn’t dressed up for a party or working on a movie set. She’s at home, in her favorite white cotton nightgown with the pink or blue rosettes, or wearing soft, gauzy dresses in Indian printed fabrics, or down by the pool with a caftan thrown over her bikini. Her skin is tawny and lightly freckled. Her hair is tied back. She rarely wore much makeup, maybe a dab of gloss on her lips. If people came over, she would do her eyes, but even then, makeup wasn’t a form of armor, just a natural extension of her routine, like brushing her teeth or putting on her perfume.

Her hands were pale and slender, with long, delicate fingers that always glinted with a fresh French-tip manicure. Mommie not only spoke with her hands, fluttering them like butterflies to express her meaning and mood, but she was forever touching me with a loving caress. If we were in the same room, her smooth hands would be stroking my forehead, playing with my hair, brushing gently against my face. Ruby and sapphire rings adorned her fingers like Christmas tree lights, her gold bangles and charm bracelets tinkling as she moved.

On her left wrist she wore a larger gold or silver bracelet, more like a cuff, to camouflage an injury she’d gotten as a child while working on the film The Green Promise. I knew that my mom had been working as an actress since she was a little girl and that in one of her movies, she had to run across a wooden footbridge that was supposed to collapse when she got to the other side. Instead, the bridge caved in too early, while my mom was still on it, and she broke her wrist. The bone had never been set properly and so she wore the cuff on that arm. “I have this horrible bump on my wrist and I like to keep it covered,” she used to say. I never thought the bump was that terrible. I liked it. It was part of her.

My mother named me Natasha. Before Hollywood renamed her Natalie Wood, she had been Natasha Gurdin. She was Big Natasha, and I was Little Natasha. We were Natasha. She was Mommie and I was her “Natooshie.” She also called me “Natashinka,” or her pet name for me, her “petunia.”

For as long as I can remember, people told me I took after her.

“You look just like your mother when she was a little girl,” friends and even strangers said.

“Natasha, you’re just like me,” my mom repeated, taking my face in her hands, smiling.

We did closely resemble each other, especially as children. Aside from a few slight differences—her eyes were larger, while mine were more almond-shaped—we were both petite, elfin brunettes with the same turned-up nose, tall forehead (although mine was taller than hers), and high cheekbones.

The first time I saw my mother in a movie was a TV broadcast of Miracle on 34th Street one Christmas. I was about four or five. I remember sitting cross-legged in front of the screen while my mom stood behind me buzzing with proud excitement, watching me watching her on TV. In the film, she played Susan Walker, a little girl who doesn’t believe in Santa Claus, even when she meets him. After each scene, my grown-up mom looked at me expectantly, to see how I was reacting. Was I smiling? Was I laughing? Was I scared? “That’s me when I was your age,” she told me. “See how much you look like me?” This little black-and-white girl shooting skeptical looks at Santa Claus did resemble me. I remember getting up and walking behind the television set to see how she managed to get in there. Was the girl on the TV me or was she my mother? Once Mommie explained it to me, I tried to hold these strange slivers of conflicting information together in my mind. This is Mommie when she was little, thirty years ago. She looks more like me than Mommie, but it’s not me. It’s her.

Besides our looks, we mirrored each other in temperament. We were both readers who loved to curl up with a book. My mother had gotten hooked on books as a child when she was working on movie sets. For her, reading was a way to refresh herself in between scenes and setups. As soon as I learned to read, books became my reset button as well. If a lot of people were at our house or a playdate had lasted too long, I took myself up to my room and crawled into bed with my book. Other times, Mommie would read to me as I sat in her lap: Russian fairy tales, Caldecott’s fairy tales, Winnie-the-Pooh, The Wizard of Oz, stories by Dr. Seuss, or one of my favorites, Rapunzel, the tale of the beautiful princess locked in a high tower. She once gave me a copy of her favorite book, The Little Prince, by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, inscribing it with a beloved, often quoted line from the book: “Dear Natasha, remember: ‘It is only with the heart that one can see rightly. What is essential is invisible to the eye.’ ”

We both loved to bathe, the feeling of the water and bubbles on our skin, the wrapping up of ourselves in soft towels afterward. I was always welcome to come into her bathroom when she was in the tub, to ask her a question or try to make her laugh. Mommie would be lying there, bubbles up to her neck, as she read a book or talked on the phone, the long, curly telephone cord resting on the frothy soapsuds. She loved telephones and we had one in almost every room. The phones seemed to like my mother too because they were always ringing, and she was forever talking and laughing into a receiver. She had the most delightfully uninhibited mix of a giggle and a guffaw that could be heard throughout the house, impossible to avoid and completely infectious.

We were both fond of order, tidiness, structure. As a child, I actually enjoyed straightening up my room. I would observe my mother fussing with the heights of books in our bookshelves, repositioning them so they stood more aligned, and then I would imitate her in my bedroom, lining up all my stuffed animals and porcelain dolls in a row on my bed and bookshelves, arranging them from highest to lowest.

We looked so much alike and had so much in common. Where did the mother end and the child begin? We were so completely connected—and she was so sharp and perceptive—that I sometimes believed she could see right into my mind. She could anticipate my needs, those times when I was on the verge of a tantrum or meltdown, and would take me for a rest or sing me a song. Sometimes all it took was a hug from her and I would feel calm again.



I was born at Cedars of Lebanon in Hollywood on September 29, 1970. It was a Tuesday. That day, my mother wrote in her small spiral-bound datebook, where she recorded all the details of her daily life: “Natasha born 9:11 p.m. 6lb. 8 ounces.” It was an easy labor. Only six hours, then one push and out I came. Later she wrote in a letter to my godmother, the actress Norma Crane, that I had my father Richard Gregson’s legs and dimple, and a combination of both of their noses: “A small, tender toughie.” In a photo of my mother leaving the hospital a couple days after my birth, she is a vision of beauty—beaming, her famously expressive eyes painted to perfection, holding me in her lap in the front seat of my British dad’s brown Mercedes. No car seat or seat belt back then to keep me safe, just my mother’s loving arms. My father once told me that during the first few months of my life, my mother hardly ever put me down. “You two adored each other,” he recalled. “She was like a panther, ready to spring if anyone said anything about you which she didn’t like.”

I know about these early months of my life because my mother captured every detail in my baby book, which was bound with the same smooth ivory cover and embossed with the same gold lettering as the binding on her film scripts. She called it Natasha’s Book. My baby book reports that my first distinct words were “ha ha.” After that, I began adding new words to my vocabulary: “Mama” and “good girl.”

My parents separated when I was eleven months old. I don’t have any memories from the time they were together, and perhaps as a result, I have always had a hard time picturing them as a couple. My father was an Englishman, reserved and levelheaded. My mother was the complete opposite, all feeling and passion. In hindsight, their separation seems inevitable. At the time, it must have been devastating for both of them.

My parents met in LA in the mid-1960s, at a dinner party given by a PR company. My mother was at the height of her fame, having already starred in some of her most iconic adult roles, as Deanie Loomis in Splendor in the Grass, Maria in the movie version of the musical West Side Story, and Gypsy Rose Lee in Gypsy. She had three Academy Award nominations to her name. She was a sharp conversationalist, and she could be a little intimidating. My dad was “an English top dog,” as he put it, a well-dressed, elegant man with almond-shaped hazel eyes and prematurely gray hair. Born in India and raised in England, he was evacuated during the war and sent to boarding school in Canada. He began his career in London, working for a literary agency in the film and TV rights department and later established himself as a Hollywood agent. I’m sure my mother was drawn to his intelligence and charm, as well as his confidence. He was interested but didn’t fawn over her. That evening, she was smoking a menthol cigarette through a long, black plastic holder. “A woman of your beauty and style and distinction should have a jade holder,” he said. “I’ll buy you one.” And that’s how it started.

Soon they were spending all their time together, going to parties and to the Daisy nightclub in Beverly Hills. He repeatedly said, “Let’s get married,” and she repeatedly said, “No.” She was reluctant to rush into a commitment. My father had already been married once and had three children, Sarah, Charlotte, and Hugo, with his first wife, Sally. My mother was drawn to all three of his kids, relishing the potential role of stepmother. Finally, she went to visit him on the set of the movie Downhill Racer in Wengen, Switzerland. Richard was producing the film for his client and friend Robert Redford, who was shooting his scenes on the slopes. On a day off from filming, my parents went skiing and my mother had a fall, fracturing a bone in her leg. She was back at the hotel, elevating her plaster-encased leg and resting in bed, when she said she wanted to have a talk with my dad. Something (other than a cracked bone) must have shifted for her.

“How come you never ask me to marry you anymore?” she said.

“Because you always say no,” he replied.

“Ask me again and I’ll say yes.”

They got married at the Holy Virgin Mary Russian Orthodox Cathedral in Los Angeles on May 30, 1969. Robert Redford was best man. Edith Head designed my mother’s white-and-pale-yellow silk gown, basing it on a dress worn by an eighteenth-century Russian princess. My mother wore a white-and-yellow flower-decorated tiara with ribbons flowing in her hair. At the time, she was more than ready to settle down and become a parent. Her movie Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice had become one of the highest-grossing films of 1969. She had points in the movie (in other words, she got a percentage of the film’s gross income), and had made a lot of money as a result. The following year it was nominated for four Academy Awards. She was in a good place to put her career on hold and focus on starting a family.

According to my father, I was conceived in the Oscar Wilde Suite at L’Hotel in Paris on New Year’s Eve 1969–70. Who knows if that is true, but soon after, my mom discovered she was pregnant and the Gregsons settled down in a white brick house my mother owned on North Bentley Avenue in Bel-Air. My dad would tell me she repeatedly stated during her pregnancy, “I’m having a girl and her name is Natasha,” even though there was no sonogram or ultrasound technology in those days. Somehow she knew. She didn’t give me a middle name. I later asked her why. She told me, “I thought Natasha was such a beautiful name, it stood on its own.”

After I was born, right away, my parents clashed over their differing styles of parenting. My dad’s wealthy British mother had been remote and non-maternal, the polar opposite of how my mother had been raised. Her Russian mother—my grandmother Maria—loved her daughter with a passionate sense of eternal devotion, and Mommie lavished me with the exact same degree of focus and attention. My mother had gone through a difficult transition to adulthood. She had been a working actor since the age of six, cosseted and accompanied everywhere by her mother, who also served as her manager. Growing up in a world of Hollywood fantasy and illusion, where she was adored, not just by her overprotective mom, but by the millions of Americans who were her fans, it was hard for my mother to figure out who she wanted to be. Everyone has to figure out their identity as they shift from childhood into the adult years, but my mother had to do it while watched by gossip magazines, studio heads, her adoring fans, and her parents, who monitored her every move.

In her early twenties, she started seeing a therapist and began her long journey to discovering who she was, independent of the image she projected on the movie screen. It wasn’t easy. My father later confessed to me that, early in their marriage, he didn’t understand my mom’s moods, those times when rages and nameless fears would apparently consume her. He also derided her dependence on psychoanalysis. “At that time, the English thought LA brain scrapers were a joke,” he explained. By the time I knew her, my mother had benefited from a lot more therapy and from a stable marriage. To me, she never seemed anything less than wholly secure, a woman who knew who she was and what she wanted.

But it was different in those early days of my life. Even during the pregnancy, her love for me had bordered on obsessive, and she shut out her husband so much that he later joked, “It was as if the Immaculate Conception had come to Hollywood.” Every ounce of the dedication she had previously reserved for her acting career she now aimed at the life growing inside of her. My dad felt pushed aside and irrelevant. Once I was born, I took over completely as the main object of her affection. My father dealt with feeling neglected by starting an affair with my mother’s secretary. My dad was by nature a stable, family-oriented kind of guy. If my parents hadn’t gotten married at the height of the sexual revolution—when having a fling was all the rage—I find it difficult to imagine that he would have cheated on my mother so blatantly. But that’s exactly what he did. My mom was apoplectic when she found out. She kicked my dad out of the Bentley house, then she called her beloved older sister, Olga, and her best friend Mart Crowley and asked them both to come with us to Europe. We left on the SS Raffaello ocean liner. Mart recalls the trip as “a nightmare.” He says my mother was painfully thin. She was so distraught she wasn’t eating enough, and he was concerned for her health. They docked in Naples and flew to the island of Sardinia. Here, she spent a lot of time resting and recovering, while Mart and Olga took care of me.

After we returned home to America, my mother and I went to live in the house on North Bentley Avenue in Bel Air. Only one week after we returned from Sardinia, she threw my first birthday party in the backyard. In her datebook, she scribbled the names of the five little friends who attended my party from noon to 3:30 p.m. Daddy visited me at 4 p.m. For the first several months after she left my father, she allowed him brief visits but kept him on the outskirts of our world. She even kept her parents at a distance. She was my only caretaker for a while, and she had no intention of sharing me.

That soon changed. Robert John Wagner (always known to my mom as R.J.) came into my life when I was a little more than a year old and stayed there. By seventeen months, my baby book states, my favorite new word was “R.J.” He was also my favorite new person. Apparently I was constantly saying “R.J.” and kissing his photograph. I don’t remember this. As far as I recall, I have always called him Daddy. Considering how close my mother and I were, I could have easily resented him as an intruder in our world, and yet I never felt that for an instant. His presence made my mom so happy.

To me, he was this sun-kissed man who seemed to radiate warmth. I remember he wore a gold chain around his neck and a gold ID bracelet on his wrist. When he held me, I jingled his chains, and he laughed. In photographs from that time, he’s dressed in denim shirts, silk ascots, flared slacks, or a denim shirt and shorts, and always the gold chains. In 1973, my mom told a reporter about our relationship: “That little girl and that man adore each other so that if I didn’t love them both so much, I think I’d be jealous!” R.J. became a real father to me, treating me just like his own daughter. I soon began to take it for granted that I had not one but two loving dads and I even came up with names for each of them. Daddy Gregson, who had moved back to England, and Daddy Wagner, who lived with us in California and was the constant caring presence in my daily life. It would be some years before I realized that not everyone had the luxury of two fathers.



When I was still a toddler, we moved to Palm Springs, where R.J. owned a stone-covered house in the Mesa neighborhood up in the foothills. I was still so young, but I have the impression of wide-open spaces, mountain views, and palm trees swaying above me. My mother brought her two Australian shepherd dogs along with us. Their names were Penny and Cricket and they were large shaggy creatures with light eyes; they looked like stuffed animals come to life. As a little girl, I couldn’t get enough of them.

She also brought her parents, my grandparents, Maria and Nick Gurdin. My mother had nicknames for everyone she loved and so she called them Mud and Fahd, short for “Muddah” and “Faddah.” To me, my grandmother was always “Baba,” short for Babushka, and my grandfather “Deda,” short for Dedushka, the Russian words for grandmother and grandfather.

Baba and Deda were often at our house, my grandmother taking care of me when my mom was working or out with my dad. I didn’t like it when Mommie was away from me. I wanted to always be close to her. During this time, she took a role in the TV movie The Affair alongside my dad. Whenever she was away on set, there was my grandmother in the long purple dresses she always wore, making me food, tucking me into bed, attending to my every need. I remember once my grandmother switched on the TV because my parents were appearing on a talk show together. When I saw them there, tiny and trapped in a box, I was so upset, I became inconsolable. I couldn’t understand how they had gotten in there. Baba had to turn off the television set so I would finally calm down.

In one of my earliest memories of my grandmother, I must have been around three years old, and we are in the sun-drenched kitchen of our Palm Springs house. She is making something. She pulls bottles out of the fridge, empties them into a bowl, and with a sharp twist of the whisk, froths the liquid, then pours it into glasses for the two of us. The drink is slightly sour with a hint of sweetness. I sort of like it, but I want to like it more because I want to like what she likes. Later my mom chastises my grandma for giving me beer.

“But, Natalie, I mix with milk,” my grandmother protests in her strong Russian accent. “Makes Natasha’s bones grow strong. You drank when you were little!”

There were always these squabbles, with me caught in the middle. In Palm Springs, I remember we had a swimming pool in the backyard. My mother loved hanging out by the pool. She was not a strong swimmer, and she wanted her daughter to be comfortable and confident in the water. I soon grew to love splashing around in the shallow end, and even holding my breath and sinking to the bottom to fetch my plastic Pokey horse. One day, my grandfather Deda decided to teach me how to swim.

“Come to Deda, Natashinka,” he told me. “I want to give you a hug.” I jumped in his arms. Next, I remember the fleeting feeling of security as he held me, and then, without warning, he dropped me in the deep end. I was plunged underwater and terrified. I think perhaps this was his old-world Russian way of toughening me up. He meant no harm. But Mommie was furious. She jumped in after me, carrying me to safety and calming my fears. As soon as I was on dry land, my mom flashed those intense brown eyes at her father.

“How dare you throw my baby in the pool,” she said. “Get out of my house.”

Before long Deda was forgiven, and my grandparents were invited back again, Baba always staying with me if my parents needed to go out for the evening.

When I turned three and a half, it was decided that I was ready for preschool. Each morning my mother dropped me at the door of the Leisure Loft, a small local nursery school. After she left, I missed her desperately. Why can’t Mommie stay with me? I wondered. “Natasha started preschool,” my mom wrote in my baby book. “She wants mother there ALL THE TIME!” It wasn’t only at preschool that I missed her. At night I didn’t want to sleep in my own bedroom. I’d often tiptoe through to my parents’ room so I could snuggle under the covers with them. My mother had to slowly train me to stay in my own bed.

Oftentimes, when she was out during the day, I’d wait for her, longing to hear our front door creak open, followed by her sweet, familiar voice rising up through the rafters. Her tone lifted an octave when she called out, “Natooshie, Mommie’s home! Where are you?”

I dropped whatever I was doing and raced down the stairs to meet her, her arms and her fragrance enveloping me as I hugged her, clinging so tightly that she used to laugh and say, “You’re trying to kill me!” I just could never get enough of her. To me, our whole house lit up when Mommie walked inside.

My mother was my mirror. When I saw myself reflected in her, it was a self that was bigger and better and brighter. If I ever doubted myself, she was there to fill me with confidence. I am just like her, and she’s okay. So I must be okay.

It also worked the other way around. I knew that I was my mom’s mirror too. If I was okay, then she was okay. Any uncomfortable feelings of my own created discomfort in my mom and I knew that.

In one of my earliest memories, I’m with my godfather, Mart, who is feeding me noodles. My mother is in another room. Somehow, I understand that my mom is feeling sad, which is why she can’t feed me herself. I am spitting the noodles out, enjoying the way they slip through my front teeth. Mart is trying to be patient but I hear the frustration in his voice. I am caught between enjoying the feeling of the slippy noodles and the awareness that someone I like is showing signs of becoming exasperated with me. Where is my mother? I want her to come back in the room. She will not find my noodle-slurping game to be irritating. She will laugh and talk to me in her adoring “just for Natooshie, my little petunia” tone.

But I don’t cry. I know I need to be a happy girl so my mom can be happy too. My success ensures her success. We are like the sweet peas tangled on a fence in the backyard, entwined.






Chapter 2


[image: Image]
R.J. and Natalie, with baby Natasha, on the Ramblin’ Rose, on their second wedding day, July 16, 1972.



In the early spring of 1974, life was blooming anew. Roses and gardenias were budding in our Palm Springs backyard, our dog Penny gave birth to a litter of puppies, and my mom went away to the hospital and emerged with a baby.

There’s a home movie of me kissing her pregnant belly, so I’m sure my mom must have explained her pregnancy to me, but I was too young to understand and I don’t have any memories of that time. What I do vividly recall is the shock of suddenly seeing my mom arrive at our house in Palm Springs in an ambulance.

I was allowed to climb up into the ambulance to see her. She was resting on a stretcher and clutching a tiny swaddled bundle close to her chest.

“Natooshie, this is your new sister, Courtney, and she’s brought you a present,” my mother announced. I liked presents, but I was suspicious. What was the catch? I unwrapped the package tied up with a ribbon. Inside was a pretty new doll.

“Would you like to hold Courtney?” Mommie asked in a lullaby voice. “She looks so much like you!”

I peeked into the fuzzy blanketed bundle and saw a little sleeping face that looked more like Daddy Wagner to me. Who is this person in my mother’s arms? I’m supposed to be the only one in my mother’s arms!

I hoped we could work out a bargain. Could I keep my doll but send the baby back?

It soon dawned on me that, unlike Penny’s puppies—which we gave away to good homes—Courtney was here to stay.

Now that my parents had two children, they decided to move back to town and settle down in Beverly Hills. We rented a house there while my mom shot the comedy Peeper with Michael Caine, and then a place in Malibu, before moving into a house on North Canon Drive. My stepsister Katie—Daddy Wagner’s daughter from his prior marriage who was six years older than me—lived nearby with her mother and so could easily come to visit us.

Our new white Cape Cod–style two-story house was in the heart of Beverly Hills. Designed by the architect Gerard Colcord, it had dark blue shutters framing the windows and a tall sycamore tree shading the wide, flat front yard with its low picket fence. In the back was an oval pool with turquoise tile. Boughs of bright pink bougainvillea dangled over potted pansies, geraniums, and hibiscus flowers. In the fall, the lemons would ripen from green to yellow on our lemon tree. Bees, butterflies, and hummingbirds hovered year-round.

The house itself was large but not showy. My mom was very involved in the decor. Decorating was not just her favorite hobby; she even ran her own freelance interior design business for a few years—Natalie Wood Interiors—decorating houses for her clients, who were mainly her friends. My mother loved to make statements with bold patterns and colors, particularly her favorite, blue. There was floral-patterned wallpaper covering nearly every wall: blue laurel wallpaper in my parents’ bedroom, a pink-and-green rose pattern in my bedroom, and a motif of red, green, orange, and purple lilies in the hallway. It was as if she wanted to bring her favorite season, spring, inside. She loved when everything was blooming in the garden, and would often be outside, cutting roses and her favorite fragrant white gardenias to arrange in silver vases around the house.

I remember fireplaces in almost every room, with a picturesque, hand-carved marble fireplace in my parents’ bedroom. Heavy dark wood pieces sat alongside wicker furniture and big, upholstered chairs and sofas. Photos of family and friends in silver frames dotted shelves and long tables; on the walls hung framed Chinese needlepoint and works of art. Everything had a connection to someone famous or admired, or to a relative or friend. A Marcel Vertès painting of a ballerina hung in the living room, given to my parents by Jack Warner, my mom’s boss back in her Warner Bros. contract days. Our long travertine coffee table had once been owned by Marion Davies. She had been a famous movie star my dad remembered fondly from his childhood. The word that comes to mind when I think of this time is “bountiful.”

For my mother, having children was a do-over, a chance to raise us in a way she wished she had been raised, to give her daughters the childhood that she had missed. My mother had been working as a professional actress since she was six. She was a wunderkind, balancing her acting work with public appearances, school, ballet, piano lessons, Girl Scouts, and horseback riding. She was also the breadwinner for her family, supporting her parents and her sisters from a very young age. She didn’t stop working her entire childhood. She couldn’t. The prosperity of her family depended on it.

“I never got to have a real childhood,” she used to say, her voice sounding a little sad. “I grew up on studio soundstages.” Or, “I learned how to decorate my home from the sets on my movies.” She used to say she could concentrate on schoolwork only when someone was banging a hammer because she was so accustomed to studying on noisy, bustling movie sets.

The childhood she created for us at the house on Canon Drive was very different. Our home was alive with animals and close friends and family, yet our bedtimes were enforced, we went to regular school, and we kept regular hours. Dinner was on the table at six, and no ifs, ands, or buts, we took showers every night. Above all, we were given time to play and to simply be young, roaming the gardens, lost in our games.

As well as dogs, we had cats, guinea pigs, mice, and birds we kept in shiny cages in the small kitchen adjacent to our playroom. The animals were always having babies, and so then there would be puppies, kittens, and baby guinea pigs as well as tiny mice that appeared one morning in the mouse cage after the mommy mouse escaped and somehow located a daddy mouse. My mother was a true animal lover. She often favored the ugly ones, like the small black Labrador–Jack Russell mix with rotten teeth and bad breath that she adopted from Dr. Shipp’s Animal Hospital. We called him “Siggy,” but his full name was Sigmund, after Freud himself. “I’m naming him Sigmund Freud,” my mom joked, “because everybody needs a good shrink in the house.”

She had a special way of communing with animals. When one of our cats, Maggie or Louise, would saunter by, I would grab at them, holding them awkwardly. They would inevitably wriggle out of my arms, leaving a small scratch or two as they pulled away from my grasp. My mother seemed to know how to pick them up so they were soothed and still, rocking them like babies and talking to them in her most delicate voice. The cats would relax immediately, folding themselves into her embrace, purring contentedly. “How does she do that?” I asked myself.
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