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“Life is an unanswered question, but let’s still believe in the dignity and importance of the question.”


—TENNESSEE WILLIAMS, WHERE I LIVE: SELECTED ESSAYS
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Foreword



BY REESE WITHERSPOON


The first time I met Diane Ladd—the woman I had admired since I saw her in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore—she was seated in a screening room on the 20th Century Fox lot, about to watch the film Wild.


Laura Dern—Diane’s daughter, my mother in the film—and I had decided it would be a good idea to show the movie to our parents early so that they could prepare themselves. The intensely emotional story is based on the memoir by Cheryl Strayed about how she walked a thousand miles of the Pacific Crest Trail to recover from the devastating loss of her mother.


There is a sort of immediate intimacy that happens when people play family members in a movie. It’s hard to describe the process that actors go through—losing all inhibitions as fast as possible and falling in love or building a relationship in a matter of weeks. In the case of Laura and me, it took an hour. The first day of shooting, we filmed her death scene in a musty, dilapidated hospital. I threw my body on top of hers and wept while she dutifully kept her eyes sealed. The moment Jean-Marc Vallée yelled, “Cut!” we burst into laughter over the absurdity of our job.


During that shoot and the publicity tour that followed, Dern (I call her Dern) and I shared so much: Our childhood dreams of being actors. Our love of acting and all the films that inspired us. Our mutual friends. Our families. To say that she has become a dear friend would be an understatement. We consider ourselves sisters. If ever there were a process to make this legal, we would be there with documents in hand, ready to pledge allegiance to each other.


I’d gotten to know her two incredible children (with her ex-husband, the musician Ben Harper)—Ellery, age twenty, and Jaya, age sixteen. So the natural next step was to meet each other’s mothers—which brings us back to the 20th Century Fox lot, sitting down with these women who’d raised us and watching them watch us model some of the very life lessons they’d taught us.


Our mothers held hands during the whole film. At the end, they sat staring at the screen and crying quietly together for a long while.


Laura and I did too.


We all went to lunch afterward, and it was the beginning of a magical friendship.


I have come to call Diane “my other mother.” Her voice, a low Mississippi drawl, reminds me of lightning bugs and sweet tea and bourbon. The way she carries herself so elegantly through rooms and dresses for every occasion and always has endless genuine and effusive compliments for people she loves—and sharp words for those she doesn’t—to me makes her the embodiment of southern grace and charm. And I’ve never witnessed a better storyteller in my life.


She’s one my very favorite actors because of her ability to show a spectrum of human emotion with such authenticity. She can explore the depths of despair, break your heart into a million pieces, or tell the bawdiest joke—sometimes all in the same scene. She brought her incredible talent to the films Chinatown, Ghosts of Mississippi, and The Cemetery Club, and she was deservedly nominated by the Academy for her roles in Wild at Heart, Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, and Rambling Rose. Not to mention her wonderful stage and television work. What a joy it was to see her and Laura play mother and daughter on the phenomenal HBO show Enlightened! Time magazine once said Diane “is one of the top ten actresses not only in this country but the whole world.” I could not agree more. She is the stuff legends are made of.


As for Laura—how do you describe a force of nature? She is a hurricane of creativity and intelligence, passion and humor. A gale-force wind of ferocious love. A tidal wave of questions and curiosity. She’s always ready to push an idea further out on a ledge, create necessary chaos, shake up stagnant rooms, wake everyone up!


Growing up, Laura learned from her extraordinary parents how to use pathos and humor to create indelible characters. Her father is Bruce Dern, one of the most prolific and respected actors of his generation—known, of course, for his iconic roles in Coming Home and The Great Gatsby, and as the only actor ever given the honor of killing John Wayne in a movie. In the myriad important films her parents made, she saw them directed by Martin Scorsese, Mike Nichols, Roman Polanski, Hal Ashby, John Frankenheimer, and Alfred Hitchcock. Family friends included Shelley Winters, Jack Nicholson, and Dennis Hopper.


Laura was nominated alongside her mother for an Oscar for her performance in Rambling Rose. She went on to deliver stellar performances in Wild at Heart and Citizen Ruth, both essential viewing for any aspiring actors. She gave Marmee boundless warmth in Little Women and divorce lawyer Nora Fanshaw profound ruthlessness in Marriage Story. But my favorite of her performances has got to be as the social-climbing alpha female Renata Klein in Big Little Lies, probably because I had a front-row seat to watch the magic happen.


Off-screen, too, she just cares. A whole lot. About people in this world, about relationships and communities. She cares about art and self-expression. On a set, she’s like a child on the playground imagining the most elaborate game of make-believe, and you get to play it with her.


Every time I see her soar into her rightful place as the talented, brilliant woman she is, I’m overwhelmed with emotion and pride for my friend whose body of work is so singular and impactful. On Oscar night 2020, I sat at home in my PJ’s shrieking with joy and snapping photos of my TV every time I spotted her on the red carpet. And when she won the Best Supporting Actress Oscar and dedicated it to her mom and dad, I burst into tears.


I knew that sharing this historic Hollywood moment would be so important to them because of the many nominations they had received from the Academy, separately and, in the case of Rambling Rose, together. Knowing their love of the industry and the respect they have for their peers, I was deeply moved to see their family’s legacy cemented onstage that night. As far as I’m concerned, it remains one of the best Oscar moments ever.


Around that time, as her career reached a new pinnacle, Laura told me that her mother’s health had taken a dramatic turn. A lung condition had made it hard for her to breathe. The doctors said she might have only a few months left to live. I was so moved when Laura told me that they’d begun taking walks every day to help her mother heal—and when she added that they’d begun taping the conversations they had during those walks to preserve Diane’s stories for posterity.
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DIANE, REESE, LAURA, AND BETTY—SUNDAY BRUNCH








In every mother-daughter relationship, there are memories that deserve time to be explored and reexamined through a different lens. We grow up. Our parents become vulnerable. How we handle these times is a true mark of our character. Knowing them both, I was not surprised to hear that in the conversations they were tackling trauma, joy, love, death, and every other topic, and that the walks were healing not just physically, but also emotionally and spiritually.


Neither of these women ever takes one moment for granted. They ponder life’s biggest questions fearlessly, always aware of how precious and fleeting our days can be. I have watched them argue and reconcile. I have watched them fall into a tender embrace after dinner. I have sat at their feet and learned from them—two of the most fabulous, glorious, talented women alive.


Now that they’ve decided to share these walk-and-talks—along with gorgeous family photos, tasty recipes, and reflections on so much that they’ve experienced separately and together—you get to join them as well.















Laura


The doctor visit started routine and turned serious. Tests. More tests. Then sitting there and learning that my only-child mother who had raised only-child me, my constant companion, the person I rely on more than any other, will not be a permanent fixture in my life. We know we don’t get each other for the whole ride. It’s still shocking when your mother reaches her stop.


The doctor gave her a time limit. Six months. Hearing those words, I felt the walls crumbling around me. I lost my footing. Nothing made sense. But she’s so strong! I thought. Impermeable! The hardest worker I know. She’s never not working. Or writing. Or organizing. Or helping. Or fixing. Or reading and trying to learn more. And now her body is demanding she stop.


I have no answers. And I am proud of how well I can solve problems and break down walls. But maybe I can’t fix this.


I looked at my mother sitting beside me in that doctor’s office. She seemed, suddenly, so frail and so uncertain. My eyes filled with tears. As I gazed at her, I thought: You can’t die. You are too alive. You, my constant, have all these delicious qualities that no one else I know embodies. I need you to live.


The doctor gave me only one thing to hold on to. He said it might help her oxygen levels if I could get her to walk a bit, expand her lung capacity. How could I make walking joyful when even a few steps exhausted her? I had to eliminate the prescription component and turn it into a creative challenge for my storyteller mom. To commit herself to healing, my mother would need to feel that this was an artistic job. She’d been cast as someone who walks, someone who recovers. Hmmm…


As if in a Santa Monica version of The Arabian Nights, it became my job to keep her talking (and therefore walking) as long as possible. Just as Scheherazade delays her own death night after night by keeping the king entertained, so I hoped that our telling these stories would extend my mother’s life. I thought: These walks might be our final moments together. The only way I can cope with my fear of her dying is by making sure that we talk about everything and that we leave nothing unsaid.


In the months that followed, we talked through happy memories and old wounds—some of which healed as a result of these conversations. I became closer to my mother than I ever had been before. I learned things about her I’d never known and discovered another side to stories from my childhood. I pushed her to walk farther than she thought possible and to talk honestly about even the most painful things—her divorce from my father and a family tragedy that occurred before I was born and overshadowed my childhood, the death of my parents’ first child.


We are sharing these intimate conversations here now in the hope that they will be inspiring to others. We’re also including photographs, recipes, and reflections to pay tribute to all the things that make up our life together.


I thought I was doing all this walking and reminiscing for my mother’s sake, to give her peace and strength in her final months or years and to let her know how she’d shaped me and how grateful I was for her example. But I would come to learn that this time with her was a gift for me as well.


Back in that doctor’s office, I didn’t know yet that any of that would happen. When we began, I was just a scared daughter ready to do whatever it took to keep her mother alive. And so when we heard the prognosis, I turned and said, “Mom, it’s time we told each other everything. We deserve to know each other truly. Let’s walk tomorrow, and every day after until you are better. I will record our talks and we will have this forever—our story, saved on these recordings, committed to the page.”
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“YOU, MY CONSTANT, HAVE ALL


THESE DELICIOUS QUALITIES


THAT NO ONE ELSE I KNOW EMBODIES.


I NEED YOU TO LIVE.”
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DIANE AND LAURA, WILD AT HEART

















WALK 
1



THE FAMILY BUSINESS


LAURA: OK, Mom, here we go. A great parking spot, look how lucky we are! I know you’re breathing heavy, but you can do this. Let’s get out of the car and then just do half a block, OK?


DIANE: [Wheezing.] I can’t do it. I can’t do it.


LAURA: Mom, how about just a few minutes? I’m here to lean on. Hey, tell me a story.


DIANE: A story? I’m about to drop dead, and you want a story?


LAURA: Yes! OK, let’s get out and cross over to the walking path and start talking.


DIANE: Drive me across the street first.


LAURA: Mom, it’s literally eleven steps across the street.


DIANE: Laura, it’s so far from us.


LAURA: We’re not going to drive to the other side of the street. We’re parked. Let’s go!


DIANE: It was already thirty steps to get to the car. Across the street, then on the sidewalk, and it’s—[Gasps.]


LAURA: Just remember, the doctor said with every step your lungs are expanding, you’re getting more oxygen, you’re getting better, and you’ll get back on the set. OK? That’s our goal.


DIANE: Right. That’s our goal.


LAURA: And this isn’t just from your daughter; this is someone who knows that no matter how you feel, the minute you start acting, you’re suddenly cured of all ailments. But we have to get you strong enough to get back to that. And we can do it. Just give me fifteen minutes a day, OK?


DIANE: Are you sure?


LAURA: Yes, I’m sure.


DIANE: That doctor said I’d be dead in six months. And he didn’t even tell me. He took you aside and told you. The coward. [Long pause, walking in silence.] Do you believe him?


LAURA: I believe he’s very smart about certain things, but I believe he’s wrong about your prognosis. What were you thinking when you heard that?


DIANE: What do you think? It’s terrifying.


LAURA: For me too, Mom. Let’s prove him wrong, OK? I know you love life and you love being an actor. And you’ve got a lot more to say and do, so let’s keep walking. From now on, we are no longer going to listen to what anybody believes will happen in six months. What we’re going to do is be here in this moment together and do what we know we can to heal you, which is getting oxygen into your lungs. One step at a time, and we’re just going to talk, right?


DIANE: All right, Dr. Dern. Let me hold on to your arm. You’ve at least played a doctor on film, haven’t you?


LAURA: Only in Jurassic Park. But a pretend paleobotanist is practically a real pulmonologist, right?


DIANE: Uh…


LAURA: Maybe you shouldn’t listen to me. But I’m going to make you walk anyway.


DIANE: Fine. I’m going to pretend this street is water and I’ve got Jesus’s ability to walk on it. OK?


LAURA: If that’s what you need to cross the street.


DIANE: Yeah. Hold my arm tight, Saint Peter.


LAURA: Whatever it takes.


DIANE: I’ve tried to walk on water many times in my life. I think I’ve been lucky to make it through a few mud puddles. [Breathes hard.] This hurts, Laura.


LAURA: Mom, I thought a natural place to start talking would be working together. I’ve been thinking a lot about what a gift it’s been to work alongside you all these years at a job we both love. I mean, many people follow in their parents’ footsteps and do the same job, but they don’t usually work side by side. How lucky are we?


DIANE: I’ve always said that it’s a gift when parents get to work with their children. Oh, remember that hat shop in New Orleans?


LAURA: Yeah, I do. We saw the mother and daughter working on hats together.


DIANE: Every feather, every pearl, every bauble was just so! And one time I was at a butcher shop and the butcher said, bursting with pride, “That’s my son helping me.” I think a lot of parents want their children to go into the same business. I didn’t want you to go into the business.


LAURA: What are you talking about? Yes, you did. You were delighted when I booked jobs as a kid.


DIANE: No, Laura.


LAURA: What were you most worried about?


DIANE: My God in heaven, Laura! The rejection! The unsteadiness of it! Never knowing when your next job will come—if there will even be another one. But I had to let you, because of your talent. And because you outsmarted me. You met a film agent at a party and said, “My mom and daddy won’t help me, and I want to act!”


LAURA: Yeah, I was ten. We were at your friend Bo Hopkins’s house. His agent was there. I knew she worked with children also and was very patient and seemed very kind. You guys had just finished the movie you made with Johnny and June Carter Cash. And so it felt familiar enough for me to hang out with you all and go up to his agent and say, “My parents don’t want to help me. Would you ever let me audition for you to see if you thought you would send me out on an audition or two to get feedback?” I didn’t know about doing contrasting monologues or any of that. So I did a children’s poem called “The Little Peach” by Eugene Field. To show her my range, I did it in seven different, well-practiced—and in retrospect completely ridiculous—accents. She eventually sent me out on a few auditions and you seemed okay with that.


DIANE: I was always proud of your work. But I was afraid for you.


LAURA: Why?


DIANE: Why! As if you don’t know. I wanted to protect you! It’s a hard, hard business. [Coughing fit.]


LAURA: Remember to breathe. Let’s get the pulse oximeter out. I think your oxygen level just went down.


DIANE: I’ve got to sit down, Laura. I’ve got to sit down, right here on the bench.


LAURA: No. Wait, Mom.


DIANE: Come on, let’s go sit down. Look at the—


LAURA: I’ll tell you what, before you sit down, let’s just take two relaxed deep breaths… so that we can talk more about the stress of the movie business. [Laughs.]


DIANE: If I sit down, I’ll be able to take that deep breath. I can’t take that deep breath if you won’t let me sit down. I’ve got to sit.


LAURA: Do you see that bench? It’s about ten feet ahead of us and it’s a better view of the water. Do you see it?


DIANE: Oh boy, pin a rose on me, that’s far. Do I get a lollipop like at the doctor’s if I have to do all that? ’Cause you’re starting to piss me off.


LAURA: Yes, Mom. A lollipop or a sticker or a cocktail, whatever you like. Before we sit, take a deep breath. Because once we sit, we can take a nice long break. Deal?


DIANE: OK. But you talk for a minute while I catch my breath. What’s new with Ellery and Jaya?


LAURA: Oh, I’m about to freak you out. Ellery had coffee yesterday with David Lynch, and David gave him a DVD of Wild at Heart.


DIANE: He did?!


LAURA: Apparently Ellery’s been watching all his movies, and he said to David, “I can’t find Wild at Heart anywhere.” So David gave him the DVD, but when he did, he said, “Wait to watch this one until you’re thirty.” And Ellery said, “Why? Is my mom crazy in it?” And he said, “It’s not you seeing your mom I’m worried about. It’s you seeing your grandmother that might be worth the wait.”


DIANE: [Laughs.] Hilarious! He’s not wrong. Were you worried about Ellery watching it?


LAURA: Oh, I forbade him from watching it! I might show him a few scenes, especially one that’s a particularly special memory I have of working with you. Can you guess what scene I mean?


DIANE: The one in the police station?


LAURA: Yes, where Sailor is locked up and I’m crying on the bench.


DIANE: Before the scene we were on opposite sides of the set doing our different preparations. You knew even then that you have to build that wall between you and the crew and your other actors so you are alone in the scene. Then they started shooting, and I came in and said, “Oh, honey baby!” We sat on that lonely bench in that police station and we both cried together. Sobbed! You were using your own private memory. I was using mine. At the end of the scene we looked up and into each other’s faces. You knew what I was thinking about. You could feel it. And as I looked into your eyes, I knew what you were feeling.
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DIANE IN WILD AT HEART








LAURA: That was crazy. I was seeing you there at the same time that I was seeing your character. I saw you and I thought, Here is the woman who knows me better than anyone. There was no acting in that moment. I was just a daughter reacting to her mother. That’s one of my favorite moments as an actress, getting to be in that scene with you.


DIANE: But that moment—when we looked in each other’s eyes—it was like we saw each other standing there naked with everyone else clothed. We witnessed each other’s vulnerability. And do you remember what happened?


LAURA: We started laughing.


DIANE: We burst out laughing, like kids getting the giggles in church!


LAURA: When your job is to tell the truth, and the person you’re working with knows you really well, they’re going to know if it’s bullshit. You can’t cheat and you can’t escape. And we were so lucky to not only have our own artistic bond but to have someone like David Lynch who felt like family and allowed us to be part of his work. Here’s a question for you: Why would we be muses to David Lynch and not someone like John Hughes?


DIANE: Ha, I guess he just suits us better? Or sees us in a specific way?


LAURA: Even before we all became such good friends, he knew how to read both our needs in one moment. After Wild at Heart wrapped, remember you and Martha Coolidge gave me a birthday party at her house? My twenty-first birthday. I can’t remember—was it a surprise party?


DIANE: Yes, it was. A beautiful, wonderful party. Sweet Martha outdid herself. She had a ton of food and a horse for people to ride because her home bordered a ranch.


LAURA: It was a small group. I remember “the other Diane Ladd” was there, aka Diane Lane. Everyone confuses your names. David brought me to set me up for the surprise. My amazing girlfriends were there: Bellina Logan, Moon Zappa, Brooke Shields, Mandy Foreman. And when you brought my birthday cake out with my face on it, David was able to compliment you on the cake while acknowledging my trauma. I think he said something like, “Diane Ladd, that cake is the most creative way to make sure your daughter is unstable enough to want to play interesting women for the rest of her life!” And I said, “Meaning you’ve just traumatized your daughter into a lifelong path of therapy and art.”


DIANE: I thought it was a magical caring thought to have your beautiful face on top of your cake! I had to go to a different city to get it done!


LAURA: Well, thank you I guess?! But still traumatizing… And man, David knows us both so well… Do you remember the premiere of Wild at Heart?
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LAURA AND NICOLAS CAGE IN WILD AT HEART








DIANE: Yes, that’s when you and Nicolas Cage were into wearing matching outfits. You showed up that night in those matching Richard Tyler suits in burgundy satin. He had a men’s suit and you had that micromini.


LAURA: Oh, I loved that outfit. That was such a special movie for us, but when it came out, we were so nervous about Grandma seeing it! David even said at the premiere, “Oh, Mary’s here?” and seemed curious how she’d take it. We were all wondering the same thing: How would this five-foot-one Alabama Catholic grandmother respond to this radical movie in which her daughter and granddaughter are pretty boundary-less?


DIANE: Yes, and then as soon as the movie finished, do you remember what she said?


LAURA: Yep. She went right up to David and said, “Ooh, I loved it! That movie was so cute! And Nicolas sings just like Elvis!”


DIANE: That’s right! We all looked at each other like, Cute? What movie did she just see? [Coughs.]


LAURA: Just take a nice, relaxed breath. You’ve got your oxygen helping you. Good.


DIANE: I really want to sit down, Laura.


LAURA: Of course, but let’s just go to the next bench and then I’ll hold you like you held me in Enlightened when I was having a panic attack.


DIANE: Oh, that did feel special!


LAURA: Yes, remember? I was sitting on a bed. Luke Wilson’s character had come back from rehab with a letter for me. And I’d just started the thing with Dermot Mulroney’s character, the Los Angeles Times journalist. Todd Haynes, our director, put you and me alone in a room to just be together quietly with the camera, and he kept the crew out. And of course we kept a bit of that show with us. I’m thinking of Ginger.


DIANE: Oh, I loved that dog! Ginger had the soul of a human!


LAURA: Don’t you think it’s a little weird that you adopted her off that set, Mom?


DIANE: What are you talking about? She was retiring from show business. I had to take her in!


LAURA: But in the show, the dog is my nemesis. Every time I had a scene with the dog, I was saying things like, “Shut up, Ginger,” or “Fuck you, Ginger.” And the dog was trained to bark whenever I came into the room. Does that really seem like a good pet for you?
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GINGER IN ENLIGHTENED








DIANE: Laura, the grandkids made me adopt her! But I guess she was scared of you for a while.


LAURA: Yeah, I screamed at her for two years on the show! And you adopted her with this built-in knowledge that she was going to hate me!


DIANE: Well, she did get over that eventually. Wait, what time is it? You’ve hypnotized me, Laura! And now I’m coming out of it. I’m so tired.


LAURA: We can turn around and walk back now. How are you feeling about your lungs? Are you able to believe you’re getting better?


DIANE: Here’s the really good thing, honey: There was no doctor in my head today because I was busy talking to you. There was no trouble with my lungs because I was busy listening to my daughter. But I can’t walk this much every day. I can’t do it, honey. My lungs hurt so much now.


LAURA: Well, they’re sore because you’re pushing oxygen in there. And that’s a good thing. You’re pushing through scar tissue, but you’re also getting healthier with every step, and you have to trust that. Day by day, it’ll work. You’ll see.


Laura


How grateful I am that Mom and I have gotten the chance to work together. The first time was in David Lynch’s 1990 movie Wild at Heart, in which we played a mother and daughter.


David had been my primary mentor since I was seventeen. The casting director on his movie Blue Velvet knew me from a few things by that point, so I got a call asking me to meet with David. He doesn’t do traditional auditions, preferring to go on instinct, so he invited Kyle MacLachlan and me for lunch to get a sense of the two of us together. We’d never met before. We went to Bob’s Big Boy and shared french fries. We wound up doing the movie together and later became a couple.


Kyle, David, and I spent a lot of time together having dinners and hanging out. David is such a visionary and such a meticulous artist. In addition to being a genius, he is also the kindest person. Mom often joined us for these meals, and they became close too.


When he read Wild at Heart, the Barry Gifford novel, David called me saying he wanted me to play Lula and Mom to play Marietta. I was so excited. The first scene Mom and I shot for Wild at Heart was one in which I came down the stairs and Mom pointed a finger at me to warn me off of my boyfriend, Sailor, played by Nicolas Cage. She said, “Don’t you dare talk to that boy again!”


Well, I burst out laughing and wrecked the take. I was twenty-two, and I’d had that same finger wagging at me my whole life!


Mom started laughing and then so did the crew. They all knew, I think, how hilarious it was for us to be acting out this insane version of our relationship. In the film I even hallucinate her flying on a broomstick alongside my car dressed as the Wicked Witch from The Wizard of Oz. Let me tell you, it’s a crazy thing when you see your mother dressed as the Wicked Witch of the West. That’s like twenty years of therapy in an hour.


People sometimes imagine that playing this extreme, antagonistic mother and daughter would be stressful, but filming with her was a total joy. The weirder it got, the more fun it was. That’s all thanks to David, who has become my best male friend. He and I call each other “the Tidbit.” He started calling me that when we were doing Blue Velvet. When I asked him what it meant, he said, “You know! A little bit of tid! A little something special!”


One day on the set of Wild at Heart, while my mom was getting her Wicked Witch makeup put on, Nicolas Cage came over to me and pointed to her and said, “Look over there. That’s your mom.”


I said, “I know.”
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“People sometimes imagine that playing this extreme, antagonistic mother and daughter would be stressful, but filming with her was a total joy. The weirder it got, the more fun it was.”


—LAURA


Diane


As we made our first drive up to the Palisades bluffs in Santa Monica for a walk, I kept looking over at Laura in the driver’s seat. She looked so determined.


When it comes to these walks, I can tell she means business. I want to go along with her plan, but I’m scared, and I can’t let her know it.


I’m also furious that I’m sick. My doctor, I, and many people in my town believe that my condition is due to industrial farming in my area. They were spraying in my neighborhood with pesticides—like we were cockroaches! For three years! Without telling me! Over ten pesticides were being sprayed, including glyphosate—which can cause all sorts of terrible things! It was only after my dog, Ginger, was poisoned by the air and died in my arms that I began to realize what was happening. I was left with lungs so severely damaged that I can barely breathe.


I went to one doctor after another, and no one gave me the right answers.


Are you sure you’re not a smoker? they asked, looking at my scans.


For one year, decades ago, I smoked. That’s it.


I was given one misdiagnosis after another: vertigo from an inner-ear infection, an esophageal disorder… finally they called it idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis, IPF. And they confirmed to me that the pesticides were the cause. Such bad scarring in a nonsmoker almost always comes from environmental toxins.


Now I can’t stop gasping. And Laura is going to make me exercise? The pulmonary specialist—another of these fancy doctors who know everything and talk about me like I’m not there—told Laura, “Even if she only walks half a block, that will make a difference. It’s about getting the lungs to work harder for fifteen minutes a day. Don’t let her stop before fifteen minutes, whatever it takes.”


Fifteen minutes? Fifteen seconds feels impossible. I have oxygen going into my nose through a cannula. The doctor said I might be hooked up to this machine for the rest of my life. Terrifying.


But what upsets me most is Laura seeing how weak I am. That day at the doctor’s office when we got the news, she broke down. She said, “But I still need you, Mom. You can’t leave me.” Now all I can think is that on one of these walks, I’m going to fall down dead on the sidewalk. I picture Laura having to call an ambulance, standing over my body as a crowd gathers. How can I walk as much as she wants me to when I’m terrified of dying in front of her?


The pain from my lung scarring is incredible. My esophagus has shrunk and I’m starving. People bring soup, mashed potatoes, milkshakes, but whatever I can get down isn’t enough. I wake up at four thirty in the morning, staring at the ceiling—depressed, exhausted, hungry, hurting. I’m sure that Laura dragging me out into the sunshine is the right thing, but it’s hard in every way.


I don’t want to think about dying. So many questions keep going through my head: What if I’m not around to see my grandchildren grow up? What if I’m not there when they need me? Will I miss their heartbreaks, their marriages, their babies? Will I never get to experience the joy of watching them find their way in the world?


What keeps me going is that desperate longing to do more. I worry that I didn’t hold my loved ones enough, that I didn’t ask the right questions or give the right answers. I imagine myself in a coffin, pounding on the lid, saying, “Wait! Just one more week, one more day, one more minute! Don’t bring the curtain down yet!”
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“Diane Ladd, that cake is the most creative way to make sure your daughter is unstable enough to want to play interesting women for the rest of her life.”


—LAURA, QUOTING DAVID LYNCH
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