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A Mothers Death, a Daughter’s Life: Remembering Natalie Wood

LOS ANGELES — The home that Natasha
Gregson Wagner shares with her
husband, his sons and their daughter in
Venice, a seaside neighberhood here,
smells clean in a non-antiseptic way and,
on a recent visit, faintly of the lilaes that
rested in a vase on the kitchen

countertop

Scent matters to Ms, Gregson Wagner
45. It's an emotional trigger and conjurer
of memory. In every home that she has

lived in as an adult, she says she has

planted a gardenia bush, because the
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Wagnar in the 1 have spent  lot of tima smell of gardenias reminds her of her

trying 1o figure out how | am different from herand  mgther. “The smell is what I remember,

how | am similar” Ms, Gregaon Wagner said s z

Ron Calelia/Wisslmag the comfort of the smell,” she said as she
sat on a banquette in her kitchen, wearing
jeans and a flowered, billowy blouse, “T

knew when she was home because I wonld amell her perfume. She would

waft through the house.”

Her mother was Natalie Wood, who appeared in "Miracle on 34th Strest™ as
a little girl, “Rebel Without a Cause”™ as a teenager and “Splendor in the
Grase™ and “West Side Storyv” as a voung woman. Beginning at the age of 4,
and over the next four decades, Ms. Wood starred or appeared in more than
five dozen films and television shows and was an emblem of Hollywood
glamour and beauty, wholesome but sensual — a good girl growing up in
front of American moviegoers during the squeaky-clean 1950s and the

sexual revolution and era of women's liberation that followed.

She died in 1081, when she was 43, having drowned Thanksgiving weekend
somewhere off the coast of Catalina Island, Calif.. where she had been
staying on a boat with her husband, Robert J, Wagner, and a friend, the
actor Christopher Walken.

At the time, Ms, Gregzon Wagner was 11 and her sister Courtney Wagner
was 7. Ms. Gregson Wagner was on a sleepover at the Hollywood Hills home
of her best friend, who had a new clock radio. The girls went to sleep with
the radio on, The news was broadcast as they slept. “T woke up and I was
likke: “Is this real? Is this really what's happening?™ Ms. Gregson Wagner

recalled. "They said, "Natalie Wood drowned off the coast of Catalina.™
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Then she got home. "It was all real.” she said. "I remember all these adults,
my dad was just in bed, he was in bed not able to function at all. Daddy
Gregson was there the next day and my stepmom, Julia. My mom’s three
best friends: Mart Crowley, who is a playwright; and Howard Jeffrev. who

passed away and was assistant choreographer on "West Side Story’; and

then Delphine Mann, who is still alive, They were really taking care of us,
and of course our nanny. It was kind of like a Fellini movie with people

coming in and out. It was verv extreme. Very bizarre.”

As any daughter would be, she was devastated and scared. “Her bed and her
sheets smelled like her,” said Ms. Gregson Wagner, who is petite at 5-foot-2
and with almond-shaped brown eyes, bears more than a passing
resemblance to her mother. “1 slept there for alot of nights. Especially with
one of her pillows, it just smelled like her in the days after.”

More than 30 vears later, the memory of that death — and the decades-long
controversy that surrounded it — remains a powerful one for Ms. Gregson
Wagner, one that she has rarelv spoken about publicly, An actress who has
appeared in films such as “High Fidelity” and “Two Girls and a Guy,” Ms.
Gregson Wagner has chosen. over the vears, to reserve most of her
remembrances and reflections about her mother’s life and death for

conversations with close friends and loved ones.

But there are reasons that she recently chose to invite a reporter into her
home, which is decorated minimally with nods to her family history: a
needlepoint pillow bearing her mother and stepfather’s initials here, a
photo of her mother holding her as a days-old baby in the front seat of a

Mercedes there,



Working with her mother's estate, she has decided to embark on a
commercial project. She has created (and is planning a major rollout for) a
perfume to honor her mother, called Natalie. It is a gardenia-based
fragrance in a square glass bottle adorned by Ms. Wood's signature. Next
fall, there will be a coffee-table book she is contributing to, to be published
by Turner Classic Movies and Running Press, with essays as well as vintage

film studio and family photographs.

The occasion has led Ms. Gregson Wagner to speak about her mother's

death — and, of greater importance to her daughter — her life,

She has spent vears talking to therapists while trving to extricate the mother
who died from the celebrity whose legend lived on. The process, at times,
was confusing and isolating, she said, and left her feeling insecure: the
overshadowed daughter of a movie star who died young, rather than
Natasha, daughter of Natalie.

But raising her daughter, Clover, 3, with her husband, Barry Watson, has
shifted her perceptions. “When you grow up with a mom who is so
enigmatic and gorgeous and full of charisma and power,” she began, "well,
because I was 11 when she died, I have spent a lot of time trving to figure
out how I am different from her and how I am similar, to help me have my

own individuality.”
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Ms. Gregson Wagner's very name suggests the complications of a
Hollywood childhood. At the time of her death, Ms. Wood had been married
for nearly a decade to Mr. Wagner, whom she first married in 1957, then
divorced in 1962 before marrying him again in 1972. It was between Ms.
Wood's marriages to Mr. Wagner that Ms. Gregson Wagner was born, in
1970, a product of a brief marriage to the English agent and producer
Richard Gregson.

Ms. Wood remarried Mr. Wagner (whom Ms. Wood called R J) when
Natasha was 2, and then appended her new husband’s name to her
daughter’s. “She added his name without talking about it to my real dad.
which she shouldn’t have done; but that was my mom'’s style.” Ms. Gregson
Wagner said. “She didn't think she needed to ask permission to do
anything.”

After her mother’s death, Ms. Gregson Wagner was raised by her stepfather
(“Daddy Wagner”) in the Pacific Palisades, spending summers with her real
father (“Daddy Gregson”) in Wales. (Courtney, Natasha's vounger sister, is
the child of Ms. Wood and Mr. Wagner. Katie, Natasha's older sister, is the
daughter of Mr. Wagner and Marion Donen, whom he wed between his two
marriages to Ms. Wood; Katie lived with her father and sisters.)

“There were no lawyers,” she said. "My dads just sat down and my Daddy
Gregson said, 'I feel like Natasha should come live with me because she’s
my danghter,” and myv Daddy Wagner said, "1 know, that would make sense,
but she's grown up with me,” and then they said, "What's the best thing for
Natasha?™ She added: "And they were right. The best thing for me was to
live with my stepdad and see my Daddy Gregson over the summer.”



A charm neckiace thar belonged
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Ms. Wood's death was declared a drowning, but some of the details around
it remain unknown. The tragedy has long been a favorite focus of conspiracy
theoriste, and caunsed something of a family rift. Recently. Lana Wood,
Natalie's younger sister and Natasha's aunt, approached Mr. Wagner in a
hotel lobby in view of a videographer, asking him to answer questions about
the night Natalie died. The video ended up on RadarOnline.com and kicked
up a little dust on the web.

This irritates Ms. Gregson Wagner, who is very close to and fiercely
protective of Mr. Wagner. The unanswered questions, she said, have “been
the easiest for me. I know that she drowned and I know it was an accident.
The details of did she hit her head and fall into the water or did she fall into
the water and then hit her head, those little things don’t concern me. The
result is the same. She died. And she left when I was 11 and my sister was 7,
and we needed her.

“And even when [ hear that stuff that my aunt creates and people call me
and say, ‘Oh my God, T am so sorry, Isay, Don't be sorry for me." It's
literally like saying my dad has two heads or three heads. It's so
preposterous that I cant even relate to it. It doesn’t even touch me.”

In his 2008 memeir, "Pieces of Mv Heart: A Life,” Mr. Wagner wrote: "If [
had been there, I could have done something. But I wasn't there. I didn't see
her. The door was closed; T thought she was belowdecks. I didn't hear
anything. But ultimately, a man is responsible for his loved one, and she
was my loved one.”



Ms. Gregson Wagner has been working on processing this all for 35 vears. "I

was in therapy from, like, the minute she died until I was 30, practically,”
she said. In the past, it has affected her relationships with men. (In 2003,
she married D. V. DeVincentis, the screenwriter of “High Fidelity,” who is a
writer for the FX series “The People v. O.J. Simpson: American Crime

Storv.” Thev divorced in 2008.)

She and Mr. Watson, married a year and a half but together for nearly six,
have an easy way about them. As she talked about her mother’s life and
death, he would check in on her, give her a kiss, say, “T love vou, babe,”
before ducking out of the room to go watch the University of Michigan
basketball team play on television or heading out to pick up their daughter

from preschool.

“In the past, other boyfriends or husbands have been sort of exhausted by it
or annoved by it or thought it was a pall cast over the relationship,” she

said. “But mayvbe because I'm in a healthier place with it, Barry seems really
excited to hear the stories about my mom, and I hear him say to Clover, ‘Oh

veah, there is a picture of Grandma Natalie!™

What Ms. Gregson Wagner wants is to tell people more about her mother —

a woman thev mav have shed tears over, a woman they didn’t even know.

“She was hilarious,” Ms. Gregson Wagner
said. “She was always so funny. She
would walk into our house and evervthing
would be better. If she walked into a
room and it was sepia, it suddenly
became bright colors. My mom and my
dad were always laughing at each other’s
jokes. Her laugh was this deep
‘HAHAHA!" She would always say to my
dad: "Oh R J, just stop it! I can't! Just stop

it!™



Ms. Wood wore nightgowns by Porthault,
favored the chopped salad at La Seala in Beverly Hills, was overprotective
and fearful of her children being kidnapped, wrote love letters in loopy
script to her daughters that quoted from “The Little Prince,” knew how to
burn the end of a wine-bottle cork to create makeshift eye shadow,
sometimes velled, was always bossy, never cooked (or at least not well),
begrudgingly took her daughters to see the film “The Blue Lagoon.” called
home every day while traveling (even from the Soviet Union), worked hard,
forbade her children from tiving to capitalize on their parents’ fame and
loved animals.

At the family home on North Canon Drive in Beverly Hills, there were cats,
dogs, chickens and ducks. “One of the ducks got loose,” Ms. Gregson
Wagner said, “and was flying around and I remember my mom was like: 'R
J! One of the neighbors called and the duck is in their pool four houses
down!™

She loved gardenias. with which Mr. Wagner would fill the house to
celebrate his wife’s July birthday. There is even a gardenia etched on Ms.
Wood's gravestone, her daughter said.

This is why Ms. Gregson Wagner has decided to create a fragrance in her
mother's name. “Natalie” is being sold online and there will be a big retail
push over Mother's Day and then Christmas. It is Ms. Gregson Wagner’s
more modern take on her mother’s favorite perfume, Jungle Gardenia,
which was very popular, said to have been worn not just by Ms. Wood but
also bv Elizabeth Tavlor and others as well.

Ms. Wood began to wear the scent after she worked on the 1946 film “The
Bride Wore Boots,” starring Barbara Stanwyck and Robert Cummings. Ms.
Wood, then a young girl of about 8, said her daughter, complimented Ms.
Stanwvek on her perfume and so Ms. Stanwyck gave her a bottle.

“After that, whenever anyone complimented my mom on it, she would gift it
to them. My mom wore it all her life and I remember her putting it on in her
bathroom,” she said. “T'd sit there and watch her put her makeup on and

then she'd go into her bathroom where all of her Jungle Gardenias were and

she'd dabit.”

Her creating the perfume has already resulted in certain serendipity. she
said. When Clover’s babysitter told Ms. Gregson Wagner that the
grandparents of another child she was babysitting for lived in the house in
Beverly Hills that Natasha had grown up in with Mr. Wagner and Ms.
Wood, Ms. Gregson Wagner sent the grandmother a bottle of the Natalie
perfume with a note that read, as she remembers it, “Tt seems so
appropriate that this fragrance would sit in your bathroom, whether you
wear it or not.”

The woman replied by sending Ms. Gregson Wagner three pairs of high-
heeled shoes that belonged to her mother that she had happened upon in
the house. Among them are a pair of cream peep-toe heels with a big pink

flower affixed to them. “They fit!” Ms. Gregson Wagner said.



