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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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For mothers and daughters, fathers and sons—

and for any two people willing 

to tell each other the truth, 

or at least to boldly ask the questions.





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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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.
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