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    I dedicate this book to my dear wife, Pat,


    who spent many lonely hours without me


    during a challenging time in her life.


    She understood my passion for this work


    and the measure of truth craved by me


    and so many of Natalie’s fans.

  


  
     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    “Tempt not a desperate man.”


                           —Shakespeare
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    foreword


    Nearly 40 years have passed since beloved screen star Natalie Wood drowned off the coast of Catalina Island. And there have been very few days since then that I haven’t thought about what might have been. You see, my fiancé, John Payne, my 8-year-old son, Anthony, and I were aboard John’s sailboat, Capricorn, which was moored—unbeknownst to us—across the fairway from Natalie’s yacht, Splendour, on the night she died. We did not know it at the time, but we were “ear witnesses” to some of the last terrifying minutes of her life.


    Shortly before midnight on Saturday, November 28, 1981, John and I were awakened by a woman’s desperate cries for help. We could tell from her cries that she was in the water near Splendour, but it was too dark to see her. I wanted to jump in to find her, but John talked me out of it. In this skillfully written book, Sam Perroni explains in perfect detail our efforts to help the woman and how we thought she was being rescued by a man who said, “Hold on. We’re coming to get you.” Her cries stopped a short while later.


    But the end of the woman’s cries for help was not the end of the tragic incident for me. It was just the beginning. I was not prepared for what I would face—simply for trying to do the right thing. When John and I learned Natalie had drowned, we called the lead detective on her case to report what we had heard that night. He never bothered to call us back. I was insulted and angered that a detective would make no effort to contact me for more information. I felt dismissed as a witness.


    So, I called the Los Angeles Times, because I believed someone needed to know what we had heard. It was only after the Times published my account that I was telephoned by a crime scene investigator from the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department. And the same day, an anonymous threatening note was left for me at my place of business.


    During the LASD’s 1981 investigation into Natalie’s death, no one ever took the time to talk to John or me in person or to determine if we were credible witnesses. In doing what good citizens ought to do, we were not only snubbed by the investigators, we were attacked by the lead detective as publicity hounds.


    Those events fueled other challenges to our credibility over the years, including during the LASD’s so-called “reopening” of Natalie’s case in 2011, which caused me to question ever getting involved.


    Since 1981, every time the subject of Natalie Wood’s death comes up in public, I become uncomfortable and nervous. It was—and still is—so surreal, confusing and frightening for me. However, my willingness to write this Foreword stems not from my desire for you to believe my personal account. Instead, I seek to encourage others similarly situated to press for the truth no matter how difficult it may become.


    Due to Sam’s unselfish efforts, my faith in truth-seeking was restored when I read the remarkable, fact-based revelations contained in this book. Little did the occupants of Capricorn know that instead of being vehicles for truth, we were obstacles to overcome in an LASD cover-up. Now, as I look back through the prism of Sam’s meticulous timeline, it becomes crystal clear why no one seemed interested in what we heard and when we heard it. Yet, unlike the “eyewitnesses” on Splendour that night, our story has never changed.


    Sam’s piece-by-piece, person-by-person investigation unveils lies, deceit, violence, greed, brazen arrogance, dirty cops and Hollywood scare tactics, and it finally identifies the true cause of Natalie’s death and the culprit behind it. Now, Natalie can rest in peace.


     


    — Marilyn Wayne, September 2021

  


  
    introduction


    I first took notice of celebrated screen star Natalie Wood in 1961. I was 12. She was 22. As I remember it, Natalie was being interviewed on television about Splendor in the Grass, a film she was making with newcomer Warren Beatty. I don’t recall anything she said that day. To be honest, I was too hypnotized by her perfect beauty—even in black and white. It was love at first sight. To me, there wasn’t a lovelier woman on the planet.


    The exact moment I learned of Natalie’s death is also firmly etched in my mind. It was November 29, 1981, a little before noon on a Sunday morning in Little Rock, Arkansas, when a special report was broadcast over my car radio. Natalie Wood was dead. Her body had been found early that morning floating facedown in the waters off Santa Catalina Island.


    The news hit me like a sucker punch. My mind couldn’t process the fact that this beautiful, brilliant actress had died that way at the peak of her career.


    As I remember, very few details were given about the tragedy other than Natalie had apparently taken a dinghy out for a ride and drowned. Later, I would hear that a fingernail was lodged in the side of the dinghy where she had desperately tried to claw her way to safety. I eventually found out that wasn’t true, but the image itself was horrible. The loss I felt was vivid and real. But Natalie was gone, and that was it.


    However, I thought about her death on and off for the next 30 years. Every time a new book or tabloid article about her was published, the “facts” described about her death never seemed to add up. As a seasoned criminal law attorney, I felt there was more—much more—to the story. Even after her case was “reopened” in 2011, the investigation seemed phony.


    When I retired from the practice of law in 2008, I was 60 years old and had spent 37 years working in some facet of the criminal law business. I was teaching a course on white-collar crime at the William H. Bowen School of Law in Little Rock and consulting for a couple of criminal defense lawyers on the side.


    In 2014, I read a biography about Natalie Wood that inspired my pursuit of one of the most scandalous, heartbreaking and frustrating cases of my career—to find the truth behind her mysterious death.


    What drove me to engage in a complex and costly investigation of the death of someone I had only known through movies, television and books? I didn’t need the attention and publicity. I had garnered more than my fair share while actively trying criminal cases. I didn’t need something to keep me busy. I had plenty to do.


    My answer is simple. I believed admirers like me needed closure. We needed more than vague accusations or sensational sound bites about Natalie’s “accidental” demise. We needed the truth, and if possible, we needed justice.


    Many of the official files surrounding the original and subsequent investigations had not been made public. They were buried in the archives of the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department, Los Angeles County Department of Medical Examiner-Coroner and Los Angeles County. When these agencies stonewalled my repeated public information requests, I brought three lawsuits against them. In doing so, I gained access to investigative files, autopsy records and photographs, which helped me uncover countless details about Natalie’s death that have never been viewed by the public.


    Following my instincts and training as a prosecutor, I set out to corral as much of the truth as I could and present it to readers in a logical fashion. To date, information has come in bits and pieces of untested theories. I wanted to see if there was any credible evidence out there that would suggest Natalie’s death was a homicide, and if so, the identity of the most likely suspect or suspects. Of course, the primordial trail led in the direction of Natalie’s husband, Robert Wagner. But, I wanted to know, Why? Why would Robert Wagner want Natalie dead? Shouldn’t that be the foremost question on anyone’s mind before accusing him of such a heinous crime?


    My intent was to present the facts I found in a format that would enable readers to judge for themselves who was ultimately responsible for the tragic circumstances that ended Natalie’s brilliant life and the integrity of the agencies responsible for gathering the evidence in her death investigations. If you’re reading these pages, I’ve happily succeeded.

  


  
    prologue


    At 7:44 a.m. on a brilliant Sunday, November 29, 1981, Natalie Wood’s body was spotted floating off the shore of Santa Catalina Island. The celebrated actress had spent Thanksgiving weekend boating with her movie and TV star husband, Robert J. Wagner Jr. For the pleasure cruise, Dennis Davern captained the couple’s stately, 60-foot Bristol yacht, Splendour. Their sole guest was Academy Award-winning actor Christopher Walken, Natalie’s costar in the soon-to-be-completed film Brainstorm.


    Since around 1 a.m. when Wagner alerted locals his wife was missing, island residents—along with Baywatch lifeguards, the Coast Guard and the Catalina Island sheriff’s office—had been searching for Natalie and the yacht’s 13-foot inflatable Zodiac dinghy.


    Doug Bombard, owner of Doug’s Harbor Reef & Saloon, was one of the searchers. Bombard managed several operations at the secluded Isthmus, including its Harbor Patrol service. As he steered his Harbor Patrol boat toward a red bubble floating about 100 yards off Blue Cavern Point, his “heart sunk.” Motoring over, he discovered the bubble was a red down jacket, the same type and color his friend Natalie Wood had worn Saturday night at his restaurant. The jacket had ballooned up with air, so it looked “kind of like a life preserver” for the petite film star.


    According to Bombard:


     


    Her feet and legs were hanging underneath her…almost in a standing position…like she was just suspended there. Her arms were out, and her face was in the water…with her hair floating on the water around her. I turned her over. Her eyes were open. I knew she was gone.


     


    At 43, the celebrated film star appeared to have drowned.


    The yacht’s dinghy had been found earlier, around 5:30 a.m., by two of Bombard’s employees against the rocks at Blue Cavern Point, near the location of Natalie’s body. They described the condition of the dinghy to a sheriff’s deputy, who wrote in his report, “The key was in the ignition, which was in the off position. The gear was in neutral and the oars tied down, and it appeared as if the boat had not even been used.” Natalie’s body and the Zodiac had drifted over a mile from Splendour’s mooring site before they were recovered.


    With the aid of two searchers, Bombard carefully lifted Natalie over the side of the patrol boat and gently placed her faceup on the open deck. Her body was clad in only the red, long-sleeved down jacket, a flannel cotton nightshirt, wool socks and some jewelry.


    The news of Natalie’s death stunned the world. Her many fans were heartbroken. Media representatives around the globe clamored for answers as to how and why the international star ended up in the ocean and drowned in the middle of the night. Special news reports consumed the airwaves in the U.S. and Europe. And rumors and speculation quickly took shape as fact.


    Natalie’s fear of deep, dark sea water was well known, and it didn’t make sense that she had left the yacht by herself in the middle of a cold, dreary, starless night in a dinghy. The press and public wanted to know what really happened. And for 40 years, conflicting and unfounded stories were all they were told.


    Until now.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    star-studded cruise


    The prospect of bad weather Thanksgiving weekend 1981 was likely unknown when the Catalina Island cruise was planned. Natalie Wood finished location filming on the science fiction movie Brainstorm on October 27 and had returned to MGM studios in Los Angeles with other cast members and staff to finish up the remaining scenes. Her husband, Robert Wagner, had been on Maui, Hawaii, from November 2 until November 12, shooting scenes for his hit TV series Hart to Hart. The couple frequently relaxed on their yacht in the lovely Southern California port, a favorite destination of Hollywood celebrities. On this weekend, their only guest was Natalie’s costar in Brainstorm, Christopher Walken.


    The cruise escort, Dennis Davern, was hired by the Wagners when they acquired the yacht Challenger in 1975. They renamed it Splendour in honor of Natalie’s hit film Splendor in the Grass. Included in the deal was a 13-foot Zodiac dinghy they named Valiant, a humorous tribute to Wagner’s film Prince Valiant.


    To fully understand and appreciate the complex woman who became an internationally known and beloved star, it is important to understand her upbringing. Natalie was born into a troubled Russian émigré family, and her mother, Maria, greatly influenced her from an early age.


    As a young woman, Marusia (Maria) and her family escaped repression at the hands of the Russian Revolution Bolsheviks and settled in China. Part of an expat Russian community, Maria immersed herself in “Romany magic” practiced by local gypsies. As the story goes, on one occasion, she had her fortune told by a gypsy who warned Maria to “beware of dark water.” That same gypsy told Maria her second child “would be a great beauty, known throughout the world.”


    Maria’s superstitions and phobias shaped her three daughters in many ways for the rest of their lives. For example, because her mother had shared the gypsy’s prophecy, Natalie became terrified of deep, dark water and never learned to swim.


    Maria married a Russian-Armenian regimental captain, Alexei Tatulov, and they had a daughter, Ovsanna (Olga). He arranged for the family to immigrate to the United States, and they settled in San Francisco. Unfortunately, within a few years, Tatulov left Maria and Olga for another woman. After the couple’s divorce, Maria married her ex-husband’s friend Nikolai (Nick) Stephanovich Zakharenko and had two more daughters: Natalia (Natalie) Nikolaevna Zakharenko on July 20, 1938, and Svetlana (Lana) Zakharenko on March 1, 1946. Nick changed his family’s last name to Gurdin.


    Nick didn’t make a great deal of money and drank to excess. Finances were always a problem. There was often turmoil in the house, compelling Maria to take the girls to a local hotel to avoid her husband’s alcoholic rages. That may have been a reason for Maria’s obsession with movies and show business. Perhaps she saw it as a ticket out of her dismal life. That, and the gypsy prophecy about her cute and talented second daughter’s future fame.


    But make no mistake about it, Maria was a survivor. Cunning, strong-willed, dramatic and colorful, she used those traits to do what she felt necessary to fulfill the fortune teller’s prophecy that her second-born child would become famous.


    Renowned Hollywood director Irving Pichel was shooting his film Happy Land in nearby Santa Rosa in 1943. Maria found out about the filming and took Natalie to the set. The true circumstances as to how Pichel came to notice Natalie are debatable, but what is clear is that Maria got the attention of the famous director by, among other things, having Natalie sing “a little song.” Pichel was impressed and gave her a part.


    For the role, Natalie had to drop an ice cream cone in front of a drugstore and then cry. No doubt coached by Maria, she did just that—right on cue. Natalie’s impressive cameo in Happy Land endeared her to Pichel for the rest of the filming.


    Energized by her small but effective victory, Maria moved the family to Los Angeles. Maria had secured the second floor of a house that belonged to a ballet teacher she had met in San Francisco. When the family was settled, Maria tracked down Pichel at Universal-International Pictures.


    Pichel was conducting a search for a child to appear in his film Tomorrow Is Forever. The role was a young Austrian orphan with a German accent who would perform alongside two prominent stars, Orson Welles and Claudette Colbert. Natalie was 6 years old, and her mother persuaded Pichel to let her test for the part. At the audition, she ended up playing her character perfectly, astonishing Pichel, his producer and the president of the company and getting the part.


    Her first scene in the movie was with Welles. He was instantly smitten with Natalie and said in a Life magazine interview that he found her talent “terrifying.” He later noted she was already a perfect professional. Having played her role with critical acclaim, she received the BOXOFFICE Blue Ribbon citation.


    After that, Maria negotiated a personal contract with Universal-International as the proprietor of Natalie’s services. Maria would also sign a three-year contract with Famous Artists Agency to represent Natalie, insisting on veto rights for every offer Natalie received through their efforts.


    Natalie’s success pulled her family out of poverty and gave her father a job as a studio carpenter, but Nick continued terrorizing the family with his drunken rages for years to come.


    When Natalie secured her first movie contract, she also got a new last name. Studio executives wanted something more marketable and chose “Wood.” She didn’t like it at first, but the dutiful child did as she was told. Focused on her film career, Natalie had been shuffled from school to school, had missed the latter half of grade school because of filming schedules and hadn’t learned to read. So, she practiced her lines by having her mother, half-sister Olga and a dialogue coach read them to her. She had a good memory and learned her lines flawlessly. It wasn’t long before people in the business started calling her “One-Take Natalie.”


    Following Tomorrow, Natalie was cast opposite Maureen O’Hara as Susan Walker, the little girl who didn’t believe in Santa, in the low-budget Twentieth Century-Fox film Miracle on 34th Street in 1947. The role earned her “The Most Talented Juvenile Motion Picture Star of 1947” award from Parents’ Magazine. No one knew it at the time, but it would become Natalie’s first classic film and thrust her headlong into the spotlight.


    After Miracle, Natalie’s stock went through the roof. By the time she was 8, her mother shrewdly rescinded her contract with Universal-International and instructed Famous Artists to commence negotiations with Twentieth Century-Fox. When the dust settled, Natalie had a rich seven-year deal with Fox, including an agreement to pay Maria for answering Natalie’s fan mail. Natalie appeared in 21 films, working with such Hollywood icons as James Stewart, Fred MacMurray, Bette Davis and Joan Blondell.
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    One of those films was the 1949 movie The Green Promise. Natalie played Susan Matthews, a young farmer’s daughter who yearns to raise lambs. But because of land erosion caused by her father, a great storm threatens their farm, including the lambs. So, Susan braves dangerous flooding conditions to save the animals. In one scene, Natalie is required to run over a bridge designed to dramatically collapse behind her into a torrent of water below. Instead, as Natalie crossed the bridge, it prematurely gave way.


    Natalie reached the other side with only a distended left wrist. However, because her neurotic mother didn’t believe in going to doctors, the bone in Natalie’s wrist was not set properly. When it healed, it protruded noticeably. She was very self-conscious of the deformity, and as a result, Natalie rarely went out or made a film without something—a bracelet or watch—covering that wrist.


    In 1955, Natalie got the opportunity to star in Rebel Without a Cause, a drama about juvenile delinquency and teenage alienation. Natalie, who was 16, costarred with James Dean, Sal Mineo and Dennis Hopper. Her family, agent and others weren’t happy about the controversial role as Judy, a rebellious teenager who falls in love with James Dean’s bad-boy character. Natalie fought to play the part and eventually won out. The film was a sensation and received three Academy Award nominations, including one for Natalie for Best Actress.


    Her dramatic role in Rebel also brought the teen star a great deal of sexual attention, not only from some castmates and the film’s 43-year-old director, Nicholas Ray, but from older married stars like Frank Sinatra and others in Hollywood. According to her sister Lana, Natalie was raped by a well-known older star who enticed her to his room by offering her a role in one of his films. Natalie, her mother and her other confidants kept it quiet for fear of ruining her career.


    On the outside, Natalie appeared to have achieved every young actress’ dream. Rich and beautiful, she was mobbed by good-looking young men and attended glittering parties with legendary celebrities. Her public image was fixed as a glamorous starlet who was always in control. But on the inside, Natalie was emotionally immature and needy.
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    When Natalie received her first Academy Award nomination, she was noticed by handsome, playboy actor Robert Wagner. She had been smitten with the Twentieth Century-Fox contract player since she was 11 and met him in a chance encounter on the studio lot. At the time, Natalie told her mother, “When I grow up, I wish that I could marry him.”


    Wagner, known by friends as “R.J.,” was born in 1930 in Michigan, the only son of wealthy socialite parents. In 1937, his father moved the family to California and settled in Bel Air. Wagner claimed he witnessed, at age 12, a life-forming experience at the Bel-Air Country Club. In his 2008 memoir with Scott Eyman called Pieces of My Heart: A Life, Wagner reported while watching the suave male idols of the day who were country club members—Cary Grant, Fred Astaire, Clark Gable and Randolph Scott—he decided he wanted to be “in that club.”


    Blessed with astounding charm, good looks, a beaming smile and exceptional golf skills, he eventually entered the business of his dreams. Using his father’s connections, Wagner secured a small part in the 1950 William Wellman production of The Happy Years. Following that, he signed with Henry Willson, an important film and TV agent with a reputation for representing handsome young men with whom he became infatuated. Among his most famous clients were Rock Hudson and Tab Hunter. He got Wagner a contract with Twentieth Century-Fox.


    Between 1951 and 1957, Wagner appeared in 19 films with most of his critical reviews being less than stellar. Try as he might, Wagner wasn’t able to make the leap from supporting roles to the upper echelons of stardom as he had hoped. But he was a master networker, relying on his charm to cultivate relationships that could further his career. As a teen, he dated Susan Zanuck, daughter of the head of Twentieth Century-Fox studio’s Darryl F. Zanuck, which no doubt helped him become a contract player there. Despite his lackluster career, by age 26, Wagner was one of Hollywood’s most eligible bachelors. He had affairs with a host of famous starlets, including 18-year-old Natalie Wood.


    On July 20, 1956, at his invitation, Wagner escorted Natalie to the premiere of his most recent film, The Mountain, in which he was cast as the brother of Spencer Tracy’s character. He and Natalie had been dating for a while by then. Less than five months later, in Beverly Hills’ chic Romanoff’s restaurant, Natalie finally got her girlhood wish. Wagner proposed, handing her a champagne glass with a diamond-and-pearl engagement ring at the bottom that “glittered among the bubbles.” It was inscribed with “Marry me.” Swept off her feet, Natalie accepted, and the couple was married in Arizona on December 28, 1957. Wagner was 27. Natalie was 19.


    The tabloids and movie magazines were all over the fairy-tale story of young Natalie catching the man of her dreams. Photographed with dazzling smiles in lovers’ poses, the two movie stars beamed young love from magazine covers all over the world. They were America’s dream couple, and there was no doubt in Natalie’s mind at least, that her marriage would endure the stresses of Hollywood life and provide the union she yearned for to bring her personal happiness.


    The pair used Natalie’s money to purchase a mansion in Beverly Hills, a boat and new cars, and they hit the nightlife circuit with a vengeance as “members in good standing of Frank Sinatra’s Rat Pack,” according to Movie Life magazine. All the while, they gushed and cooed over each other in what appeared to be “one continuous honeymoon,” as Natalie’s mother described the marriage in 1958.


    Publicly, everything seemed perfect until 1961. During filming of Splendor in the Grass with Warren Beatty, Natalie returned home to find Wagner having an affair with another man. The couple separated, shocking fans who had no suspicions anything was amiss. Natalie never spoke about the facts behind their breakup, allowing speculation that an affair with Beatty split up her marriage.


    With a divorce imminent, Wagner left for Europe where he appeared in only five films between 1961 and 1966, achieving positive critical recognition in just one—a supporting role in The Pink Panther. During this period, Wagner married actress Marion Marshall, the ex-wife of Stanley Donen, a prominent American film director. In time, Wagner’s marriage to Marion produced a daughter, Katharine, known as Katie.


    In the nine years following her divorce, Natalie made a string of classic films in addition to Splendor in the Grass, including West Side Story and Love with the Proper Stranger. She received two more Academy Award nominations, a Golden Globe Award and the Foreign Press Association’s award for world’s favorite actress. She also spent eight years in psychotherapy learning to deal with her failed marriage to Wagner, two broken engagements and a host of emotional problems that had dogged her since childhood. It made her a stronger person and gave her the personal self-confidence that had eluded her most of her life.


    Natalie married a second time, in 1969, to Richard Gregson, a sophisticated British entertainment agent, film producer and screenwriter. They had a daughter, Natasha. But the marriage ended in divorce a little over two years later when Natalie discovered Gregson having an affair with her secretary.


    Meanwhile, Wagner and his new family returned to Hollywood in 1966 where he signed with Universal Studios. After appearing in three more films, Wagner got what would turn out to be his big break. In 1967, powerful television mogul Lew Wasserman suggested to Wagner that his medium was television. At the time, television wasn’t considered on the same level as full-length feature films. So, Wagner balked. But Wasserman persuaded him to accept the lead in It Takes a Thief. The TV series about a sophisticated thief who works for the U.S. government ran for three seasons, and Wagner’s performance earned him an Emmy Nomination for Best TV Actor. In spite of this success, Wagner continued taking minor film roles, hoping to achieve recognition as the big-name movie star he always wanted to be. Soon after the TV series ended, Wagner and Marion separated. He filed for divorce on October 14, 1970.


    However, only in Tinseltown could two celebrities marry each other, divorce, marry others, have a child with their new respective spouses, divorce again, then remarry over a decade later. But that’s exactly what happened in the lives of Natalie Wood and Robert Wagner.


    Wagner spent most of 1971 “haggling” over divorce settlement terms with Marion. By the time the divorce decree was filed on December 10, 1971, he was dating Tina Sinatra, his longtime friend’s daughter, and he was broke. Friend John Foreman, producer of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid among other notable movies, and his wife, Linda, invited Wagner and Natalie to a party they were hosting at their home. The two attended “unescorted,” according to Wagner.


    He claimed they didn’t talk, but said in his memoir that when they looked at each other, “a light went on in both of us.” The following day, Wagner phoned Natalie. When the conversation ended, Wagner said that Natalie volunteered, “if the situation with Tina changes, maybe we could get together.”


    According to Suzanne Finstad, author of the 2001 book Natasha: The Biography of Natalie Wood, Wagner became engaged to Tina. Wagner denied the relationship got to that level. Natalie’s half-sister, Olga, however, told Finstad that when she was with Natalie during a cruise around Sardinia, Italy, although worried about Wagner’s engagement to Tina, Natalie spent the trip “fantasizing” about a reunion with him, “hoping to make her life right again.” Later, Natalie said she had been thinking of Wagner ever since her divorce from Gregson.


    In January 1972, The Hollywood Reporter scooped that Wagner and Natalie were “dating again.” That ended his relationship with Tina. Wagner had taken Christmas presents to Natalie and Natasha, and later in the month of January, he invited Natalie to his Palm Springs home. He said when she got off the plane, “It was instant reaction” and “before anybody knew it, we fell in love all over again.”


    Even so, Natalie’s mother and sisters were immediately concerned. But Natalie believed it was meant to be and that Wagner would be different this time.


    Their renewed storybook romance created an amazing media and public frenzy and so captivated fans that bodyguards were needed to walk them through the crowd at the 1972 Academy Awards. Old Hollywood was back, and one of the most glamorous stars of the time believed there were “happy endings after all.”


    The couple remarried on July 16, 1972, aboard the borrowed yacht Ramblin’ Rose, and the two honeymooned in Paradise Cove and the Isthmus at Catalina Island. They settled in Palm Springs, where they redecorated Wagner’s comfortable home. Natalie began focusing on motherhood, placing her career to the side. But the public and media were ecstatic. This time, observed Movie Life, the couple found “what they were looking for all along” and now “love is forever and ever.” Behind the scenes, however, Wagner was in a great deal of debt, including back taxes, alimony, child support and potential liability for a breach of contract case filed by Universal Studios. And Natalie bailed him out.


    But Natalie’s career ambitions were never far from the surface. Shortly after the birth of their daughter, Courtney, in 1974, the couple bought a home in Beverly Hills, and Natalie began inching back into show business. Her comeback began with a string of television and silver-screen movies, some memorable, some not. Among them was the 1979 made-for-TV version of From Here to Eternity, which earned her a Golden Globe and an Emmy nomination.
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    Wagner’s own career picked up considerably after his second marriage to Natalie with regular appearances in the television prisoner-of-war series Colditz; a part in the highly successful film The Towering Inferno with the iconic Steve McQueen, legendary Paul Newman and celebrated Faye Dunaway; and a lucrative contract with television producers Aaron Spelling and Leonard Goldberg.


    By the mid-1970s, Wagner’s career in television took flight. It began with the modestly successful CBS detective series Switch, which lasted three seasons, ending in August 1978. Switch was followed by Wagner’s signature Spelling-Goldberg production Hart to Hart, which premiered August 25, 1979. The award-winning series ran for five seasons with Wagner playing Jonathan Hart, a suave, smart and extremely wealthy businessman married to a beautiful freelance journalist played by Stefanie Powers. Together, they outsmarted thieves, spies and most often murderers, solving cases law enforcement couldn’t. Years later, the director of Hart to Hart, Tom Mankiewicz, described Wagner during this period as the “small-screen Cary Grant.”


    By 1980, Natalie was well on her way to reigniting her movie career. After appearing in a chilling TV drama The Memory of Eva Ryker that spring, she and Wagner decided to take a quiet vacation in the south of France. But before the trip was over, Natalie was given an opportunity to star opposite three Academy Award-winning actors in Brainstorm.


    She was also asked to play the lead in the stage play Anastasia at the Music Center in Los Angeles, with rehearsals to begin in January 1982, as soon as she finished Brainstorm. The play was going to be her stage debut, and she was looking forward to it “like crazy,” according to Mankiewicz, her close friend. After the LA performances, the producers planned to take it to Broadway in New York.
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    Natalie was ecstatic about Brainstorm. Wagner not so much, because after preliminaries in Northern California, the role required that Natalie be away from home for six weeks filming in North Carolina. Within a few weeks of the start of location shooting and less than two months before the fateful Splendour cruise to Catalina, rumors were rampant in Hollywood that Natalie and Walken were having an affair. That prompted Wagner, who had admittedly been jealous of some of his wife’s previous leading men, to take a mid-October trip to Raleigh-Durham to check up on her. In his memoir, Wagner claimed when he returned to LA, he felt Natalie was only being “emotionally unfaithful.” And from all appearances, he agreed to Natalie’s invitation of Walken on their cruise to prove it.


    But the incidents that transpired on that deadly Thanksgiving weekend in 1981 tell another story of darker motives amid jealous rage.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    the “official” account



    Doug Oudin, acting Harbormaster for Two Harbors, made his call to the U.S. Coast Guard at 3:26 a.m. Sunday, November 29, 1981, to report a missing woman in a Zodiac dinghy. First Petty Officer Gallagher took this troublesome report after overhearing radio transmissions from Splendour that the missing woman was Natalie Wood. Gallagher reportedly dispatched the Coast Guard cutter Point Camden to the scene, saying it should arrive around 5:30 a.m.


    According to Oudin, he had been awakened by Don Whiting, the night manager of Doug’s Harbor Reef & Saloon, and Bill Coleman, the restaurant’s cook, “about 1:15 a.m.” Whiting later told authorities that he and Coleman woke Oudin between “2:30 and 2:45 a.m.” Based on solid information I now possessed, Whiting’s timing was more accurate. My attempt to confirm these facts with Whiting and Coleman failed. Both were deceased. The significance of the time discrepancy, however, will become clear later with the narrative from Paul Wintler, an Isthmus maintenance troubleshooter who encountered Wagner at Isthmus Pier around 1 a.m. Sunday.


    In any event, Oudin and Whiting went to Splendour to talk with an “intoxicated” and “dazed” Wagner, who discouraged them from contacting authorities, wanting to keep the search “low-key to avoid unnecessary or sensational attention from the news media.” Whiting apparently asked if Wagner had any idea where Natalie would take the yacht’s dinghy, and Davern spoke up: “Boss, do you think she could have gone to the mainland?” Wagner replied, “Yes, that’s a possibility.” The mainland was over 32 miles from Isthmus Cove, where Splendour was moored.


    By all accounts, efforts to locate Natalie by locals and members of the Harbor Patrol at the Isthmus had been in progress for at least two to three hours before Oudin’s Coast Guard call. But their search had been largely confined to the Isthmus mooring sites, beach, tiny community and dock shoreline because Wagner initially said he believed Natalie went back to the restaurant’s bar. And their intense hunt had to that point been fruitless.


    After conversing with Wagner, Davern and Walken, Whiting and Coleman continued the search by expanding to the shoreline outside the cove near Blue Cavern Point. Oudin, who was not interviewed by investigators in 1981, recounted his involvement in Between Two Harbors, his 2013 memoir. Oudin claimed after his initial contact with “all three men,” he returned to the Harbor Patrol office to initiate further action.


    “At precisely 5:15 a.m.,” Whiting, in Harbor Patrol Boat 6, reported that he and Coleman had found the Zodiac floating in a “kelp bed” at “the rock face” near Blue Cavern Point. The area was approximately 1-1/4 miles northeast of Isthmus Pier. The keys were in the ignition in the off position, the gear was in neutral, the oars were in place and the bell props were in the water. In other words, the dinghy appeared as though it had not been used and had floated to its current position. While clearly inadvisable from an investigatory standpoint, the two searchers started the dinghy and used it to continue their probe for the missing movie star.
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    After the dinghy was discovered, Oudin claimed he contacted the sheriff’s department and Baywatch lifeguards, reporting what he believed was now a “life or death matter.” He also returned to Splendour to tell Wagner the dinghy had been found. Wagner, Davern and Oudin then returned to the pier. According to Oudin, that’s when Wagner, now “painfully sober,” stood “forlornly at the rail of the pier, head between his hands staring at the black water below” and mumbled, “She’s terrified of the water. She doesn’t even like to swim in the water. It scares her.” Of course, at that point in time, there was no evidence Natalie was in the water.


    LASD Deputy R. W. “Bill” Kroll, assigned to Avalon Station Unit 137, Catalina Island, was contacted by Avalon Sergeant J. Dyer at 5:55 a.m. regarding a “missing woman in a Zodiac.” When the dinghy was found 40 minutes earlier, no one knew a drowning death was involved. Wagner led everyone to believe Natalie took out the dinghy late Saturday night to return to the bar. Nevertheless, at 6:15 a.m., an hour after the empty Zodiac discovery, Kroll updated Sgt. Dyer and requested LASD search and rescue Sikorsky helicopter AIR-53 be dispatched to assist by combing the area where the dinghy was retrieved. Kroll also requested Avalon’s search and rescue team “for a ground search of ‘Blue Cavern Point’.”


    According to Gavin Lambert, Wagner confidant and author of the 2004 biography Natalie Wood: A Life, Wagner telephoned longtime screenwriter friend and employee Mart Crowley “shortly before seven a.m.” and exclaimed, “She’s gone! She’s gone!” In a 2020 HBO documentary about Natalie’s life jointly produced by Natasha Gregson Wagner, Crowley confirmed the call.


    Approximately 45 minutes later, Kroll reported the rescue helicopter observed what was believed to be Natalie’s body “floating approx 250 yds North of Blue Cavern Point.” From all indications, the helicopter and Doug Bombard saw the somber scene around the same time, because Oudin said Bombard radioed to call off the search seven minutes later.
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    As a result of lawsuits against Los Angeles County agencies, I received copies of files on Natalie’s death from the coroner’s office and sheriff’s department. Among the documents were those establishing the timeline of Deputy Kroll’s investigation that morning.


    Avalon’s LASD satellite office triggered the request for the Homicide Bureau’s involvement somewhere between 7:45 a.m. and 8:30 a.m. When Deputy Kroll’s assignment ended around “0937 hours” Sunday, he had been to Splendour to conduct a “complete search;” conducted interviews with Davern and Wagner, who had remarkedly similar stories; examined Natalie’s scantily clad, partially jeweled body, observing injuries to her nose and bruises on her arms and legs; and interviewed eight local witnesses. His 10-page handwritten report was approved for distribution to “Homicide” by Lt. S. L. Collins. Yet, inconsistent with what he saw and his actions summoning homicide detectives, Kroll classified his “confidential” complaint report as a “490”—“PERSON DEAD/APPARENT ACCIDENTAL DROWNING.”


    I had the distinct feeling after scrutinizing Kroll’s official report that the file classification was brought about by Lt. Collins attempting to protect Wagner’s and Walken’s celebrity. That was high on the list of questions I had for Kroll, a deputy with 12 years of experience, who was No. 1 on my “Most Wanted” list. But my anticipation of interviewing him was short-lived. Kroll drowned on April 22, 1996, free-diving off Little Gibraltar on Catalina Island.


    Kroll had recently retired from the sheriff’s department at the time of his untimely demise. For me, his death was another frustrating irony in the many uncanny and troubling events tied to Natalie’s death.
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    Dr. Thomas T. Noguchi was chief pathologist for the Los Angeles County Department of Medical Examiner-Coroner when its call center received word of Natalie’s death at 8:30 a.m. Pamela K. Eaker, described as an experienced and “skilled” investigator by Dr. Noguchi, got the nod to head to the scene. As a coroner’s office first responder, Eaker was assigned to travel to Catalina Island via the LASD Aero Bureau in Long Beach, examine the body, determine time of death parameters, locate, collect and document evidence and facts to be used by the forensic pathologists to determine the cause and manner of death, and report back.


    When I had the opportunity to interview Eaker in 2018, she told me Natalie’s case came in as “an apparent accidental drowning,” and she knew it was the famous actress before she got to Catalina Island. Initiating the case as an accident was completely inconsistent with Dr. Noguchi’s protocol in unexplained death cases. But, that’s how Eaker got her instructions after the cause of Natalie’s death was reported to the coroner’s office by LASD Homicide “Detective Morck” as a “probable drowning in [the] ocean.”


    Eaker authored a five-page report for Dr. Noguchi concluding, in the face of unexplained injuries to Natalie’s body, that her death was an accident and “foul play is not suspected at this time.”


    When the chief pathologist held an afternoon news conference November 30, a few hours after Natalie’s autopsy, he declared her death was “not a homicide, not a suicide. It was an accident.” Dr. Noguchi explained he and his team had “completed the investigation and the preliminary autopsy” and announced:


     


    Miss Wood—it appears, based on our investigation, around noon—pardon me; around midnight—shortly after midnight of Sunday morning, she apparently attempted to get onto the dinghy, slipped and fell in the water, unable to return to the dinghy or the boat. And later her body was found about a mile away. The boat—the dinghy was also found close to the shore.


     


    It took roughly 32 hours from the time Natalie’s body was pulled from the cold Pacific Ocean for the coroner to proclaim to the world that her death was a tragic accident.


    Dr. Noguchi also told those in attendance Natalie “slipped, hitting her head and drowned and that there was no evidence of foul play” and related that an abrasion to Natalie’s face may have caused her to be “rendered unconscious.” Finally, he reported that with a blood alcohol level of 0.14 percent, Natalie was “legally intoxicated” and referred to her condition as “slightly inebriated.”


    Then, Dr. Noguchi dropped a bombshell. He told the large crowd of reporters that before Natalie disappeared, “a heated but nonviolent argument” had ensued between Wagner and actor Christopher Walken, a guest on the yacht. The room erupted. Dr. Noguchi then added:


     


    Argument apparently took place, not involving Miss Wagner, but Mr. Wagner and the other actor. And, Miss Wagner apparently did not get involved, and apparently that may be the cause of herself separating from this group.


     


    There was nothing in Dr. Noguchi’s forensic autopsy report that stated, or even suggested, that Natalie was rendered unconscious. The report was quite the contrary. At autopsy, Natalie’s head and skull were examined by pathologists and her brain was examined microscopically by a neuropathologist with negative results. Moreover, there was nothing in the autopsy report about a “nonviolent argument” between Wagner and Walken. So, where did Dr. Noguchi get his information and how did he come up with those conclusions?


    The next day, December 1, Dr. Noguchi’s administrative chief of staff, Richard Wilson, got into the act. He granted a personal TV interview immediately after Natalie’s funeral in which he elaborated, then contradicted his boss:


     


    Now we said from the beginning that we don’t think she was knocked unconscious when she went in the water. We think what happened is she stepped down to the swim step, which is at the rear of the yacht, she attempted to board this rubber dinghy, which is somewhat unstable. We feel that the dinghy slipped away from the back of the yacht and then she fell into the water. At that time she scraped the left side of her face on this swim step. It was not severe enough to cause unconsciousness [emphasis added], at least that is what we believe. So therefore, her going into the water, becoming disoriented, probably panicking, screaming for help, it all ties right in with our belief that it was an accidental drowning.


     


    At the news conference the day prior, Wilson had added this about an argument:


     


    There was an argument between Mr. Wagner and the other gentleman, the actor, I can’t remember his name right now. It was a nonviolent argument. In other words, they were arguing about general purposes, we don’t know specifically why. There was no physical altercation. Each of the two gentlemen were examined, looked at by our investigators, as well as sheriff’s investigators, there were no physical marks or whatever [emphasis added].”


     


    The preceding paragraph appeared to suggest that after the coroner’s office staff learned of the argument, they were suspicious that a physical altercation may have occurred. Of course, that was completely reasonable under the circumstances. The trouble is, there was nothing in the coroner’s file that substantiated the assertion that Wagner and Walken were examined for “marks or whatever” by anyone at the coroner’s office, or the LASD, for that matter.


    The argument issue was followed up by this exchange:


     


    News reporter: Was the argument serious enough to make her feel that her safety was in danger and therefore she had to leave that yacht?


     


    Wilson: No, according to the information we have, no, there was no danger, she felt no danger at all. The argument was not over her [emphasis added].


     


    I tried to locate Richard Wilson to get answers about something I knew for a certainty he and Dr. Noguchi had discussed. I hoped to find his current address, but the common last name and the inability to obtain personnel records of Los Angeles County employees frustrated my efforts and those of my investigators. But I know one thing for a fact: If Wilson is alive, he’s intentionally staying under the radar and has done so for 40 years.


    One day later—Wednesday, December 2, 1981—sheriff’s investigators set up a major conflict between the two agencies by disavowing Dr. Noguchi’s argument announcement. The front page of the Los Angeles Times read: “Dispute Before Wood’s Death Now in Doubt.” The reporter wrote:


    A sheriff’s homicide detective Tuesday disputed coroner’s statements suggesting that actors Robert Wagner and Christopher Walken were arguing heatedly aboard an anchored yacht early Sunday when Wagner’s wife, actress Natalie Wood, drowned.


     


    “I don’t know where the coroner got that information,” said investigator Roy Hamilton. “We talked to Wagner and Walken and there was no indication that there was any argument.”


     


    Hamilton added, “I think he (Dr. Noguchi) was juicing it up a little bit.”
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    At the same time Eaker got her assignment, veteran LASD Detective Duane Rasure and Crime Scene Investigator Roy Hamilton “were detailed to investigate the circumstances surrounding the death of Victim Natalie Wood Wagner.” They were to depart from Long Beach in the LASD Aero Bureau’s Sikorsky helicopter with Eaker, a photographer by the last name of Garrison and personnel from the sheriff’s department information bureau to handle contacts with the media.


    After leaving Davern the gut-wrenching responsibility of officially identifying Natalie’s body, Wagner and Walken, “at their request,” were whisked off the island—in the same helicopter that had assisted in locating Natalie—a little over an hour after her body was discovered.


    When they arrived in Long Beach, the two celebrities were ushered into the captain’s office, where Rasure and Hamilton were waiting. Wagner’s interview, initiated at 9:54 a.m., lasted six minutes. After Rasure gave Wagner a pass allegedly because of Wagner’s “emotional” condition, Wagner departed with his friend Mart Crowley and went directly to his psychiatrist, who “told him how to break the news to the children.” Of course, assuming that’s true, he was too late, since Natasha, who had spent the night with a friend, had already heard from a radio report that her mother’s lifeless body had been found in the ocean.


    Walken’s interview at the Aero Bureau began at 10 a.m. There’s no indication how long it lasted. By the brevity of investigators’ notes and the fact they were on the island being “briefed” by Deputy Kroll by 10:50 a.m., Walken’s interview must have been no more than 15 to 20 minutes tops. Beginning with CSI Hamilton’s notes, this is what Walken told investigators about Saturday:


     


    Saturday night went out. Had drinks. I had a lot. She can’t drink. Had 2—RJ and I had a small beef. I ran out door. Came back and she went down to her room. RJ and I made up. Hugging each other. Didn’t hear boat start. I thought she went to bed. I thought she thought we were a bunch of assholes. I think Davern noticed dinghy gone. We looked for dinghy then looked for her [emphasis added].


     


    Detective Rasure’s notes added a few more details:


     


    Saturday went to Isthmus at night— The Bar had drinks— Back to boat. Nat not too much—not a drinker— Wagner and Chris into small beef—off the boat. Chris ran out the door. Nat—sitting there. Seemed to disturb Nat. She went to her room. Did not hear the motor—or small boat. Possibly after midnight. Thought she went to bed. Dennis (boat captain) observed dinghy gone—? Shore boat came and Wagner went to look for her. Came back and could not find her or dinghy.


     


    Four days later, when the investigators interviewed Walken a second time, in the presence of his criminal defense lawyer, Walken said after they discovered Natalie and the dinghy were missing, “they all felt that she had gone ashore in the Zodiac, probably back to the restaurant.” Walken then told them, according to Rasure’s notes, “it didn’t mean too much to him because he knew she had gone ashore the night before and stayed at Avalon. So, he just went to his stateroom and went to sleep.” Hamilton wrote in his notes that Walken said he “slept all night.”


    The statement was markedly inconsistent with Walken’s narrative Sunday morning before he lawyered up. In his first statement, Walken told investigators when they discovered both Natalie and the dinghy were missing, they “looked for her and the dinghy.” Moreover, according to Whiting and Oudin, they both talked to Walken before the Coast Guard was called.


    Walken was 38 years old when he made his first, and probably last, trip to Catalina Island. When the coroner allegations of an argument surfaced during Dr. Noguchi’s press conference, the press understandably asked Walken about its validity. On December 2, he told a Los Angeles Times reporter, “I don’t remember the coroner being there.”
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    Approximately 30 minutes after arriving on the island, the investigators interviewed Davern, who told them all four of them slept on the yacht Friday night. When confronted with the truth that he and Natalie stayed in a hotel in Avalon, Davern said he wanted “to talk to RJ and his attorney before talking about that.” And when questioned about broken glass observed by Kroll on the yacht’s salon floor, both investigators’ notes reported Davern said it was due to “rough seas.” And Hamilton’s notes stated Davern said, “maybe six wine bottles were broken.”


    Moreover, when asked about an “argument” between Wagner and Walken on Saturday evening, Davern said he would “rather not say.” To any reasonable person, an answer like that would raise grave suspicions about what really happened during Wagner and Walken’s “small beef.” Yet, less than 48 hours after Natalie’s body was recovered, Detective Rasure was publicly expressing his view to London’s Daily Mirror that Natalie’s death was an accident. And, the following day, Rasure gave the Los Angeles Times his take on the argument issue:


    Sheriff’s homicide Sgt. Duane Rasure said Tuesday [December 1] he plans to reinterview Wagner, in seclusion at the couple’s Beverly Hills home, and Walken, staying at the Beverly Wilshire with his wife, who arrived on Monday from the East Coast.


     


    Rasure said he intends to find out exactly what the two men discussed—and whether there actually was an argument in the true meaning of the word.


     


    “I’m hearing all kinds of rumors,” he said. “But we don’t know. … In four or five days we will have all the answers.”


     


    As for the answer to why a famed film star with a publicly expressed fear of dark water would choose to clamber into a small boat at 1 a.m. on a cold night, sheriff’s investigator Hamilton said:


     


    “According to the people we talked to, it was not uncommon for her to take the dinghy out on a nice night. She was very familiar with it.”


     


    By the time Hamilton made his statement to the press about Natalie taking out the dinghy on a “nice night,” the two investigators had been told by several locals involved in the case that the night was anything but. Witnesses described it as “very cold,” “light drizzles” and “breezy” with “white-capped” waters.


    Notwithstanding inconsistent statements, unexplained injuries to Natalie’s body, reports of witnesses who provided evidence that Natalie may have been in the water next to Splendour calling for help and questionable conduct by the only real suspect, on December 11, Detective Rasure took action to officially render case number 081-00898-1873-496, Wagner, Natalie Wood, inactive and classify the file as a “496”—“PERSON DEAD, ACCIDENTAL DROWNING.” As far as the two law enforcement agencies were concerned, their investigation was complete, and it was “case closed” on the death of Natalie Wood Wagner.
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    Now that you know the “official” account, let’s focus on Wagner’s actions from the time Natalie’s body was discovered until the day of Natalie’s funeral.


    First, while still on Catalina Island, Wagner refused to make the official identification of his wife’s body, instead leaving the painful job to Davern.


    Wagner then requested that he and Walken be flown by the LASD’s rescue helicopter to Long Beach, leaving Davern to fend for himself and seek public transportation to the mainland.


    When Wagner arrived at the Long Beach Aero Bureau, he was interviewed by LASD investigators for a mere six minutes and then released. When Wagner eventually returned home, his lawyer, Paul Ziffren, had already arrived and assumed the role of personal spokesman. Together, they came up with a statement for the press summarizing the events surrounding Natalie’s death. It read:


     


    While Mr. Wagner was in the cabin, Mrs. Wagner apparently went to their stateroom. When Mr. Wagner went to join her, he found that she was not there and that the dinghy was also gone. Since Mrs. Wagner often took the dinghy out alone, Mr. Wagner was not immediately concerned.


     


    However, when she did not return in 10 to 15 minutes, Mr. Wagner took his small cruiser and went to look for her. Unable to find his wife, Mr. Wagner contacted Doug Bombard, whose company leases Isthmus Cove, and who operates a harbor patrol service there.


     


    That same afternoon, Wagner called Dr. Joseph Choi, one of Dr. Noguchi’s trusted deputy coroners, who had been assigned the task of performing Natalie’s autopsy. He requested an early “post-op”—another word for autopsy—for the following day (see Figure A, Page 258) because Natalie’s burial was scheduled for Tuesday, December 1.


    When Davern finally made it to the house Sunday after identifying Natalie’s body, he was taken upstairs to Wagner’s spacious bedroom, where he was greeted by Wagner and Ziffren. According to Davern, he was told by the duo to say nothing and to meet with a criminal defense lawyer they had hired for him. Davern, who had been living on Splendour, said Wagner also instructed him to start living at the Wagners’ house instead.


    Still that day, Wagner was composed enough to walk from room to room acknowledging the crush of famous guests who came to pay their respects. Among those Wagner spoke to was Army Archerd, a well-respected columnist for Variety magazine who wrote about the gathering.


    The following day, Monday, November 30, was Natalie’s autopsy. Wagner remained secluded in his home, but his lawyers, clearly at his direction, were hard at work. Wagner met with Davern to tell him to call his lawyer and to use a driver he had hired to transport Davern to the appointment.


    On the day of Natalie’s funeral, Tuesday, December 1, Wagner found time to revise his earlier press release. According to Catherine Mann of Entertainment Tonight, this version read [emphasis added]:


     


    What happened is she went downstairs in the boat to the master bedroom, and R.J. thought she was going to sleep. And then he went down there ten or fifteen minutes later. When he found out she was gone, he noticed the dinghy was gone. And then he went out with his boat to try to find her. And then he immediately called the Coast Guard and they made a search and did not discover her or the dinghy until this morning about 8:00.


     


    Wagner also managed to sign the sworn declaration and petition required to probate Natalie’s estate. (See Figures 8 and 9, next two pages.) The document, prepared by Ziffren’s law firm, included a complete copy of Natalie’s will. And, as is the case with so many pieces of this mysterious puzzle, the entire probate file was sequestered from public view by the probate clerk until I brought it to light in 2018. And sometime during the week after Natalie’s death, Wagner had a 45-minute visit with Jill St. John, the actress who later would become his wife.
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    Most of what you have just learned took place behind the scenes or under the radar. While the public and press had many questions about how Natalie could end up in the ocean in the middle of the night, they weren’t getting any answers. The three surviving members of the pleasure yacht Splendour weren’t talking, and credible, independent information was hard to find. Moreover, it looked as though Wagner’s explanation was going to be largely unchallenged until the public heard from one tenacious tabloid.
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    Within days of Natalie’s death, the National Enquirer carried a story headlined: “Medical Expert’s Shocker: Natalie Didn’t Drown,” which suggested Dr. Noguchi may have been wrong in concluding Natalie’s death was an accidental drowning. The article highlighted one key fact—several “mysterious” bruises, some fresh, were found on Natalie’s body and Dr. Noguchi had offered no explanation for their existence. Not only that, the article said:


     


    The actress’ strange demise followed an emotionally charged evening—during which she drank heavily and fought publicly with hubby Robert Wagner on California’s Catalina Island. Later that night, the couple got into a squabble aboard their yacht anchored nearby—and a weekend guest, actor Christopher Walken—also argued with Wagner, insiders said.


     


    Insiders said? What insiders? Only three people were with Natalie on Splendour. They were the only possible “insiders,” unless one of them had said something to a friend. Was one of them the source for the revelation that Wagner and Natalie got into a “squabble” and that Wagner and Walken also argued? Or was it some official who secretly wanted the public to know the truth? All the same, with this information and the bruises, LASD investigators had ample evidence of a suspected homicide within hours of Natalie’s death. Yet, the case was quickly closed as an accident.


    The same Enquirer article also contained comments by C. R. McQuiston, a top expert in voice stress evaluation. McQuiston said Dr. Noguchi and his administrative chief of staff, Richard Wilson, weren’t being fully truthful during their explosive news conference the day after Natalie’s death. The story said, “After examining stress patterns of the duo’s key statements using a Psychological Stress Evaluator (PSE), a machine that was widely used by police at the time for truth detection, McQuiston came up with these observations and findings:


     


    Noguchi: “The cause of death will be certified as accidental drowning.”


     


    McQuiston: “His stress pattern shows he is not comfortable with this statement and implies there’s more to it than he’s saying.”


     


    Noguchi: “It is most unfortunate that wine and champagne caused this accident.”


     


    McQuiston: “Dr. Noguchi stresses heavily on ‘wine’ as being the cause…this suggests he is trying to drive home a point while not totally believing it himself.”


    ****


    Wilson: “The argument [between Wagner and Walken] was not over her [Natalie].”


     


    McQuiston: “Wilson is throwing a wild stress pattern in stating ‘not over her.’ This suggests that she actually WAS involved somehow and that something happened that he isn’t going to reveal.”


     


    Summing up, McQuiston declared: “Voice stress tests on both men’s statements indicate that the full story of Natalie’s death was not being told. There’s something hanging—suggesting they know more than they are willing to disclose.”


    Forty years ago, a tabloid smelled a rat. Now, I needed to talk to Dr. Noguchi and Wilson to get to the bottom of things. I was confident both knew more than they had revealed.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3



    unresolved and unsettling



    It was early January 2014 and I was retired from my career as a criminal defense attorney. As I read the concluding sections of Finstad’s biography of Natalie, I became curious where the author had obtained the official information provided by witnesses. In checking the book’s “Notes,” I found references to “Detectives Duane Rasure and Roy Hamilton’s official notes and/or the 1981 Natalie Wood file in the L.A. Sheriff’s Department Archives.”


    Someone gave Finstad the official sheriff’s department file, I concluded. That was unusual. Based on my experience, investigative files like Natalie’s are generally not subject to public disclosure—even after a case is closed.


    Furthermore, I knew the sheriff’s department had “reopened” Natalie’s case in 2011 with great fanfare, so I wondered, What had it done with the case since then?


    There was plenty of published material from witnesses and others involved for the LASD to analyze.


    In a 1985 Star magazine article, Davern, Splendour’s captain, had described a jealous Wagner angrily smashing a wine bottle in front of Natalie and Walken in the yacht’s salon, resulting in a humiliated Natalie storming off to the master stateroom.


    Vanity Fair reporter Sam Kashner included damning quotes from Davern in his 2000 article “Natalie Wood’s Fatal Voyage.” Moreover, Davern’s longtime friend Marti Rulli helped him describe his version of events in their 2009 book, Goodbye Natalie, Goodbye Splendour. It included a sensational claim that Natalie and Wagner had a titanic quarrel shortly before Natalie disappeared.


    Plus, several years before publishing their book, Davern and Rulli had talked with Finstad. In her book, she reported stunning claims of a series of late-night phone calls between Davern and Lana Wood.


    The last chapter of Finstad’s book is titled Act Five: Dark Water (1980-1981). In it, Finstad spends 52 pages laying out her version of the weekend events leading up to Natalie’s death. The final climax quotes Lana as telling Finstad that 10 years after Natalie perished, Davern called her with a drunken confession. Finstad’s precise words are:


     


    Natalie was in the ocean alongside the boat, yelling, while R.J., who was still furious, and desperately drunk, continued the argument from on board the boat. “Dennis was very panicky. He was sitting, and would say, ‘Come on, let’s get her.’ And he said R.J. was in such a foul mood, at that point that Dennis then shut up.” Time slipped away, Davern told Lana, “until all the sound stopped.”


     


    When he and R.J., “beyond drunk,” went back to look for Natalie, she was missing, the skipper told Lana, “and that’s when everybody panicked.”


    “That’s all Dennis would ever say to me,” relates Lana. “I never got anything else out of him about that. There was (sic) a lot more times when he would call me and say how miserable he was, and he didn’t know if he could live with this, and on and on and on and on and on.”


     


    Anyone reading this account would come away with the reasonable conclusion that both men knew when Natalie was in the water. Could that possibly be true? Did they both just let her drift off into the blackness to drown? I asked myself. And where was Christopher Walken during all of this?


    But there was something suspicious about the Lana Wood passage. While Finstad used quotation marks to indicate Lana’s verbatim remarks, she didn’t put the dramatic first sentence in quotes—indicating she was paraphrasing what she claimed Lana told her. If Lana’s account had been a taped interview or in writing, Finstad would have certainly placed that first damning sentence in quotes.


    I would later meet Lana in person, and she eventually told me the Finstad version was “incorrect,” “really poorly written” and “sloppy and so mixed-up.” Lana insisted she never told Finstad that Davern knew when Natalie was in the water. And, Lana wouldn’t be the only person to tell me Finstad seriously misquoted them.


    So, why the sudden interest by the sheriff’s department in Natalie’s case in 2011? Davern’s claims of a violent argument between Walken and Wagner and a screaming fight between Natalie and Wagner that fateful Saturday night in November 1981 had been out there for years.
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    After reading Davern’s alleged drunken “confessional,” I promptly closed Finstad’s book in disgust and searched out my wife to announce I was going to investigate Natalie’s death.


    It was obvious to me the authorities in Los Angeles were sitting around waiting for Wagner to come in and confess. Of course, that would never happen. Wagner and Walken have had good criminal defense lawyers backing them up since 1981. And Wagner, predictably so, has refused any official interviews since his conversations with the investigators in 1981.


    If what Finstad says has any truth to it, Wagner and Davern let her drown. If that’s true, the only question that remains is Why? And, why didn’t the authorities make a beeline for Davern after Finstad’s book came out in 2001?
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    In my experience, it’s quite unusual for detectives to spend three years reinvestigating a circumstantial evidence homicide case with the potential suspects known to them. There were three—Wagner, Walken and Davern. After potential suspects are developed, the norm is to establish access or opportunity to commit the homicide. That happens by assuming there was, in fact, a homicide—which should always be assumed by detectives in every unexplained death case.


    As Barry A. J. Fisher, former director of the LASD’s Scientific Services Bureau, and his son, David, said in their thorough text Techniques of Crime Scene Investigation, “All investigators should develop a healthy skepticism. Things often are not as they seem.” Armed with that skepticism and the assumption of homicide, an experienced investigator should compose a crime theory. Expressly, what happened? How did it happen? When did it happen? And, finally, why did it happen?


    With the “why” or “motive” question, criminal investigators should ask why a potential suspect would want the victim dead. Every investigator worth his or her salt knows this. Jealousy, envy, financial gain, marital discord and passion are classic motives that have been a part of the human experience since the beginning of humanity. But, to discover them, a detective must dig and follow his leads. He can’t belittle, ignore or shrug off any clue presented to him, and he must use his instincts. Nine times out of 10, if the “why” question is answered, a prime suspect will be identified.


    Who were these new sheriff’s detectives, and who did they regard as suspects? I questioned.


    In Natalie’s case, there were four healthy adults: three men and one beautiful woman aboard a 60-foot yacht moored in Isthmus Cove. Catalina’s Isthmus, a narrow strip of land connecting the two parts of the island, is home to the town of Two Harbors, so named because Isthmus Cove harbor is on the northeast side of the Isthmus and Catalina Harbor is on the southwest side.


    The four adults returned to their yacht after having drinks and dinner at the only restaurant on that part of the island, and sometime later that dreary night, the beautiful woman ended up dead in the cold Pacific Ocean. The LASD had jurisdiction of the case because Catalina Island was part of Los Angeles County. The three men on the yacht should have been considered suspects from the moment Natalie’s body was found.


    Yet, the LASD has never stated publicly or in writing that any of the men were suspects. In fact, on November 11, 2011, at a press conference orchestrated by the sheriff’s department (see next photo), a reporter asked point-blank if Robert Wagner was a suspect in Natalie’s death. Lt. John Corina, the department’s homicide spokesman, answered flatly, “No.”
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    I knew if the sheriff’s officials were being honest, Lt. Corina would have said, “All three gentleman are suspects until we determine otherwise.”


    Something’s not right, I reasoned. Things are not adding up.


    Once an investigator has exhausted every lead in a homicide investigation of a bona fide suspect, he should take his findings to the district attorney for a decision to either prosecute or close the file. The prosecutor—not the police—must prove a defendant’s guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. So, where does the Los Angeles County District Attorney stand on Natalie’s case? Has the sheriff’s department ever forwarded the Natalie Wood file to the DA’s office for review?


    The public has never heard from the Los Angeles County DA. In 1981, the office, headed by Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors appointee John Van de Kamp, was conspicuously silent when Natalie’s body was found. It was silent in 2011 under the leadership of career prosecutor Steve Cooley—who worked under Van de Kamp when Natalie drowned—when the LASD reopened the case. And it has been silent through hundreds of articles and books about the mystery of Natalie’s death to date.


    The DA could have put an end to the continuing uncertainties about this case. Perhaps the DA couldn’t solve the mystery, but the office could have demanded the files, and after investigation and review, charged a prime suspect or announced once and for all that there would be no prosecution of anyone for Natalie’s death unless someone confessed. The DA has always known that, yet the office remained on the sidelines while key witnesses died off and critical evidence was lost due to the passage of time. Why?


    And there was another investigative tool for finding the truth available to the California authorities in 1981 and 2011—a coroner’s inquest.


    Given the unexplained circumstances surrounding Natalie’s death, why didn’t the district attorney or the sheriff call for an inquest at the time? If Dr. Noguchi was interested in the truth, why didn’t he call for a jury inquest into Natalie’s death? Or, why haven’t his successors done so?


    At an inquest, Walken, Wagner and Davern could be subpoenaed and examined under oath in public. Natalie’s longtime hairdresser could be called to testify about Natalie’s real thoughts on her marriage leading up to that fateful Thanksgiving weekend in 1981. Bank, credit card and phone records and probate documents could be subpoenaed and experts used to review the evidence. Even Willie Mae Worthen, the Wagners’ longtime, live-in housekeeper, could have been summoned to testify. The law enforcement agencies knew about the use of an inquest as a means for reaching the truth. So, why the lack of effort?


    Thirty years later, if Los Angeles County Sheriff Lee Baca and his detectives were truly motivated in 2011 to uncover the truth when they reopened Natalie’s case, why didn’t they demand an inquest? Even Dr. Lakshmanan Sathyavagiswaran, the chief medical examiner-coroner/interim director for Los Angeles County who dramatically changed Natalie’s autopsy report from accidental “drowning” to “drowning and other undetermined factors” in a May 2012 Supplemental Report, recognized the lingering questions concerning her death. Why didn’t he conduct his own inquest? There is only one reasonable conclusion: In 2011, they were not genuinely interested in the truth.


    Embarking on my investigation, I knew there were a lot of questions that needed to be answered. And I didn’t know if I could answer them. But deep down, I wanted to know what happened to Natalie Wood. And, in my opinion, the authorities appeared to be doing nothing to resolve the suspicions of murder that had been lingering over her case for nearly four decades.
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    You might be asking, why murder? Why not manslaughter or some other homicide crime? Under California law, both voluntary and involuntary manslaughter were long ago lost to the statute of limitations. The California statute of limitations in 1981 gave prosecutors six years from the date of the offense to prosecute someone for voluntary manslaughter and three years for involuntary manslaughter. Murder has no statute of limitations.


    From what I knew about Natalie’s case, it would boil down to two simple questions: Was someone responsible for Natalie, who couldn’t swim, ending up in the ocean in the middle of a cold, dark November night? And, did that person knowingly let her drown? If those questions were answered in the affirmative, then under the California Penal Code in 1981, that person could have been prosecuted for second-degree murder with implied malice aforethought.


    California recognizes that malice can be either “express or implied.” Malice is “implied” when a “killing results from an intentional act;” the “natural consequences of the act are dangerous to human life;” and that act “was deliberately performed with knowledge of the danger to, and conscious disregard for, human life.”


    To constitute the crime of second-degree murder, there must also be, in addition to the death, an “unlawful act or omission which was the cause of the death.” Under the established law, “a cause of death is an act or omission that sets in motion a chain of events that produces as a direct, natural and probable consequence of the act or omission a death and without which the death would not occur.”


    Going in, I recognized that without a full confession, Natalie’s case would need to be investigated as a circumstantial evidence case. Under California law, circumstantial evidence is “evidence that, if found to be true, proves a fact from which an inference of the existence of another fact may be drawn.”


    I knew this wouldn’t be easy. The biggest problem, though, was not logistics or my personal issues, it was my lack of legal process. In an actual criminal investigation, a law enforcement officer can get a grand jury or prosecutor’s subpoena to compel the production of records or the attendance of witnesses if they refused to cooperate. Or, an investigator could obtain a search warrant. I wouldn’t have those powerful tools. The LASD certainly had access to one or the other by going to the district attorney or judge. But whether the investigators requested and used those tools in 2011 remained to be seen.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4



    corpus delicti



    Armed with a cell number I got from two British producers, I sent Lana Wood a text at the end of 2016 introducing myself and explaining that I was going to be in Los Angeles in January. I wanted to meet with her to discuss some things about her sister and something I read in her book Natalie: A Memoir by Her Sister. She responded within minutes and said she would be happy to talk with me.


    In late January 2017, we met at the Westin Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles. I will disclose more details about our interactions in another chapter. However, because it sheds light on the use of circumstantial evidence in criminal cases, I want to share part of our conversation from that first face-to-face meeting.


    I decided to start with something Lana was familiar with.


     


    S.P.: I’ve been around this business a long, long time. I’ve seen every kind of investigator you can imagine, from the dishonest ones to the terrific ones to the lazy ones and in between. And I can tell you that the folks investigating this case have been sitting around waiting for Robert Wagner to come in and confess.


     


    Lana laughed, but I was serious.


     


    S.P.: They haven’t been investigating the case. If they were, they would have realized a long time ago that Wagner wasn’t talking.


     


    Lana: No.


     


    S.P.: But if the detectives were any kind of investigators, they would know they had something better than Robert Wagner coming in and telling them more lies. The contradictory statements he’s made over the years in books, magazines and newspapers.


     


    Lana: Yes.


     


    I had filed a lawsuit against the sheriff in late 2015, and the LASD had recently told Rulli I was “interfering with their investigation” of Natalie’s death by trying to get their records. Rulli told Lana. I was in a lather and needed to say my piece.


     


    S.P.: Without a confession, this is a circumstantial evidence case. The LASD could have tried to get a prosecutor on board. Somebody who had been around for a while. Somebody who understood how you prove a circumstantial evidence case. Yet, according to the sheriff’s lawyers, they never contacted the prosecuting attorney’s office.


    Lana: That’s not good.


     


    S.P.: While the years were passing by, critical witnesses were dying. A prosecutor can’t prosecute a case with dead witnesses. So, I resent the fact that they accused me of interfering with the progress of their investigation. There’s nothing that could be further from the truth.


     


    Lana: I don’t understand the subterfuge. I really don’t.


     


    S.P.: I think I understand their motive now that I’ve spent so much time digging into this. They don’t want the public to appreciate the kind of evidence they had when people were alive.


     


    Lana: Why?


     


    S.P.: Because, at the least, it would be embarrassing for the department. At worst, it would show the public there has been an ugly cover-up.


     


    Lana: Without question.


     


    S.P.: Now, it’s too late. They had suspicious circumstantial evidence in 1981.


     


    Lana: Yes.


     


    S.P.: People can draw inferences. That’s what circumstantial evidence is all about. When I was a prosecutor, I used to tell the jurors in my criminal cases, “The defense says there’s doubt because this is a circumstantial evidence case. Well, let me tell you something about circumstantial evidence. It’s January in Wisconsin. You’re getting ready to go to bed. You look outside. It’s cold—very cold. Stars are shining. The moon is out. It’s a beautiful night, only it’s very cold. You get up the next morning, you open the drapes and there’s snow on the ground. Now, you didn’t see it snow. So, if somebody asks you, ‘Did it snow? You can’t honestly say, ‘I saw it snow last night.’ But what you can do is reasonably infer that because it was in Wisconsin and so cold and there’s snow on the ground, it snowed.”


     


    Lana: I love that.


     


    S.P.: For example, in your sister’s case, Davern has things to say about what happened on that boat. There is other evidence to substantiate what he says. In a real case, jurors can put two and two together, and guess what? They can come up with four. Legally, that happens every day in courtrooms across America. For Natalie, the only real way to approach the complete truth is to have a jury trial. Have it prosecuted by a skilled DA and defended by a sharp criminal defense attorney in front of an honorable judge. Then, you will get as close to the complete truth as you will ever get.
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Figure 2: Robert J. Wagner Ji., costar of
the TV serics Hart to Hart, in'a 1981 publicity
PhOO (Gety Images/ ABC Photo Arcies)





OEBPS/Images/5.jpg
Figure 5: Splendour’s dinghy, Valiant, is sccured to a rescue boat afier Natalic Wood's body is
found in 1981, (Los Angeles Times)
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