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Note to Readers

This book encompasses my life stories as I remember them. My intention is not to drag anyone through the mud, so in an effort to protect the privacy of some individuals, I’ve changed names and identifying characteristics throughout these pages.







Prologue

It’s almost spring in New York, just a few days after we set our clocks ahead. I grew up here, but after nearly twenty years living elsewhere, I somehow forgot how the light creeps in and the ground softens, readying itself for flowers to come up. I’ve been reminded that when the trees start to blossom, winter’s grayness fades away as splashes of color fill the horizon. When the clouds rise high and blue skies break through, this part of the world doesn’t feel so heavy. Whatever happened before—when we hunkered down in the cold or sought refuge inside—doesn’t matter. Winter is practically over. It’s time to renew, regrow, and start life fresh.

I’ve come back to my hometown in Rockland County, just north of New York City, to live with my dad and stepmom for a few months. I didn’t expect to stay as long as I have, but after a few hard years, I needed to give my mind, body, and soul some rest. I’ve settled into that relaxation, but I’ve also felt awake, alive, and hungry to challenge myself again. I’ve hiked, traveled to see friends, and golfed with my dad. I love to read fantasy and science fiction, and I’ve spent entire days reading about dragons and vampires and strange beings from another dimension. I’ve taken long walks past my childhood home, remembering the little girl who did cartwheels in the backyard and the teenager who once threw a party when her parents were out, then forced all the guests to hide in a closet when they came home early. One of my childhood best friends owned peacocks, and some are still wandering through the neighborhood, scattering green and blue feathers as they pass. Dorothy was right: there is no place like home, and as winter turns to spring, I’m settling into the comfort I’m finding here.

I’m grateful for the time I’ve had with my dad. We’ve always managed to find humor in everyday moments, and as we’ve talked through my childhood memories and our family stories, we’ve laughed till our sides hurt. But I’d be lying if I said I haven’t shed tears. One of the main reasons is because my dad’s house is filled with happy, smiling pictures of my little brother Jansen, who we lost on February 19, 2023. Jansen excelled at everything he put his mind to, but he was a uniquely gifted artist, and Dad’s hung his paintings on almost every wall. These reminders of my brother are so vibrant and present that I feel like he might walk into the room at any minute, talking a little too fast and a lot too loud, flashing a shit-eating, ear-to-ear grin after saying something to annoy me.

Jansen’s art may still be alive, but he’s not. While seeing his life’s work breaks my heart all over again, I’m grateful to have something of him to hold on to. Learning to live in a world where he doesn’t exist has often brought me to my knees, but he would want me to remember that death and loss are a part of life, but they allow rebirth if you let them.

Sitting with my brother’s spirit in every room of Dad’s house, I’ve come to grips with the fact that I’ve spent much of my life coping with some kind of loss, from massive traumas to small hiccups. My mom got me into acting when I was eight months old, and I haven’t stopped since. From a very young age I lost the chance to have a “normal” childhood, friends, relationships, and my privacy because instead of fighting it, I leaned into the talent I was somehow blessed with and that she helped me realize. I’ve always held myself to a high standard, and Mom never let me settle for anything less. Disappointing her was one of my biggest fears. Because of that, I sometimes don’t believe in myself as much as I’d like to. Mom and I have had our share of issues, but I’m not going to blame her for my problems. She can be tough, but she’s pushed me to be my best, and all the lessons I’ve learned along the way have made me believe that moments of good can come from self-doubt. Sometimes, life has been really hard, but through those difficult times, I’ve always made the choice to grow.

My daughter, Kaya, has lived with her dad, Wladimir Klitschko, since 2018. Not being under the same roof with her every day has been the most gut-wrenching experience of my life, and it’s hard to describe the layers of emotion—including sadness, resentment, and anger—I’ve felt because of it. But I know anger springs from hurt, depression often masks as rage, and grief is a long, complicated journey. I grieve that I’m not the mother I thought I’d be and definitely not the mother I want to be (trust me, no one should ever have to raise a child on FaceTime), and although I miss Kaya so much my heart aches, I know how blessed I am to be her mom. She is the greatest gift of my life, with all the best parts of her father and me, and, today, I believe I have the opportunity to be a different kind of parent than most. Despite it all, the bond I have with Kaya is incredibly strong.

Kaya is talented and wise beyond her years, but she didn’t ask to be born into the limelight or my chaos, and she didn’t get to choose her parents. I want her to have every choice that I didn’t, including the ability to live a private life. So out of respect for her right to normalcy, my stories of motherhood will be through my eyes only, and I’ll keep personal details of her life to a minimum. I also want to make clear that I don’t blame Wlad for any of my wrongs; I take full responsibility for my part in our relationship and my shortcomings as a mom. Wlad is one of the most courageous people I’ve ever met and a true hero in so many ways. Time and again he’s built me up when others would have knocked me down. Wlad, you are a wonderful human being and an amazing father to Kaya, and if you read this book, I hope it’s with an open heart and that strength and stoicism I’ve always teased you about.

I’ve always strived to be a positive person, but I grieve all the hours I lost to addiction, my broken relationships, and my loved ones who are no longer here. I also know I’m not alone when I say that the fact my family fell apart still stings. I’ve spent years in treatment trying to make sense of these losses, and I’ve concluded that the only thing I can change is myself and the person I want to be. If only that was easy! I’m a complex person whose thoughts can feel fractured at times, and discussing my past isn’t straightforward or easy. As my friends will tell you, I tend to talk in circles, but I always try to get back to my original point.

I never want to stop evolving and changing for the better, and I’ll forever be a work in progress, but one thing I know from my thirty-six years in the public eye is this: Life is a process that evolves day by day, year by year, and—like it or not—you are engaged in a cycle of growth until the moment you take your last breath. In any kind of growth, there may be failures, mistakes, grief, and pain. Trees lose their leaves, endure cold winters, then come back majestically the next spring. We’re meant to shed our dead skin and the parts of ourselves that don’t serve us, and sometimes it’s immensely painful. Believe me when I say, I’ve felt this pain.

There’s no easy way to share your story with the world, but the last thing I want to be is a downer. I’m an optimist to the core and refuse to be defined by my tragedies. So, I try to think of these tumultuous moments in my life not as losses, but as “lifequakes.” It’s a funny little word for a serious thing, meaning “a major life change from internal or external disruption, that precipitates personal evolution or rebirth.” A lifequake has the ability to completely derail you, but it can also be temporary and help make you stronger if you choose to let it. Life can shake you up and tear you down, but even when you’re at your worst, there’s hope, and you have an opportunity to rebuild.

In her book On Death and Dying, the legendary psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross describes the five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. I’ve been through all these stages, sometimes fast, other times slowly, and often out of order. What Kübler-Ross doesn’t propose, though, is a sixth stage of grief described by one of my favorite authors, David Kessler. That stage is meaning, and he writes about it in his best-selling book, Finding Meaning. My traumas have offered me meaning through a sense of humor, some ridiculous stories, prioritizing my health, a deeper relationship with my parents, pets I adore, animal rights and environmental activism that gives me purpose, and now, this book. All the heartaches I’ve endured have allowed me to come to a place of empathy and understanding for everything my loved ones have come up against and—most importantly—for myself. They’ve also given me determination. I’m like Dory, the resilient little fish in Finding Nemo, who “just keeps swimming” even when she comes face-to-face with a bunch of sharks. I’m far from perfect, but my lifequakes and moments of struggle are little miracles that have helped me grow.

Thank you for coming along with me on this journey through all its ups and downs.

—Hayden Panettiere, spring 2025







PART ONE







ONE

Non Sono Francese

I’m going to let you in on a secret right here, right now, in the first chapter of this book.

Ready?

I’m not French.

My great-grandparents came to America from Italy—specifically Bari, a midsize city right at the tip of the heel. When they arrived at Ellis Island, someone there misspelled their name “Panettiere” instead of “Panettieri,” and it stuck. They made their way to Bay Ridge, Brooklyn—home to a huge population of Italian immigrants at the time—and settled into an apartment. Then they had eight kids, one of whom was my Poppa. Poppa met and married my grandma in the early 1960s, and he adopted her curly-haired toddler son. That was my dad, Alan, aka Skip.

Grandma, Poppa, and all our friends and family pronounce our last name “Pan-a-TEERY,” not “Pan-a-TEE-air,” which is the pseudo-French pronunciation my mom, Lesley, came up with after listening to people butcher my name for years. But I’m never offended. Regis Philbin even referred to me as “Hayden Planetarium.” Poppa sure cared, though. When he watched me make my first talk show appearance in the nineties and learned that I was calling myself Pan-a-TEE-air, he stood up, started waving his arms, and ranted in Italian. Poppa did that anytime he was mad. But trust me, no one was afraid of him.

After my dad graduated high school, Grandma and Poppa expected him to get a job, so he took the NYPD entrance exam and became a cop. Mom’s path was different; every member of her family went to college, including fifteen of them who graduated from Duke. Mom’s mom had Northern Italian roots, and she, Mom, my Grampy, and Mom’s older sister, Jana, lived in a small town in Indiana, where Grampy was a well-respected internist, specializing in heart conditions. But Mom was artistic and felt like a fish out of water in the middle of Indiana, and she couldn’t wait to get out and do something radical. She finished high school early, went off to college and then grad school, and set her sights on becoming a professional actor.

Mom was forced to become independent early on, so it was no surprise that she was determined to do her own thing. When she was in seventh grade, Jana developed such severe anorexia that my grandparents checked her into a hospital in Michigan. Aunt Jana stayed there over a year, and Nonna and Grampy drove five hours each way to see her on the weekends, leaving Mom on her own. With her parents so focused on Aunt Jana, Mom was lonely, but it forced her to become self-sufficient very early in life. Her fearless self-reliance took her from Indiana to Missouri for college to Seattle for grad school to LA… for Hollywood. Finally, she landed in New York City, where her acting career really took off.

Mom has a big, magnetic smile, high cheekbones, and sparkling brown eyes, and I always told her she was so beautiful that she didn’t need to wear much makeup. But to this day she never leaves the house without her coral-red lipstick on, and she reapplies it all day, every day. Her favorite color eyeshadow is purple, and her hair is naturally dark, but she used to color it honey blond, with highlights my little brother once said made her look “tie-dyed.” For a little flourish, she teased her hair up high toward the back of her head, and before acrylic nails were everywhere, Mom had them. She’s always had a great figure and watches what she eats, but once I crept downstairs in my pj’s late at night and saw Mom’s back end sticking out from the open refrigerator. I yelled “Mom!”, her backside jumped, and her head popped out from behind the door. Mom’s eyes were as wide as saucers, she had a spoon in her mouth, and she was holding an open, half-empty tub of I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter.

In the early 1980s, Mom lived in Manhattan and worked temp jobs to support herself when she wasn’t acting. She booked some small film parts and did regional theater until she landed her first big role: Edy Lester Donovan, Bryan Cranston’s wife on ABC’s Loving. Their wedding, where Edy wore a white flapper dress, was the soap opera’s most-watched episode in its second season.

One day, Mom and a girlfriend walked into the subway station at Ninety-Sixth and Broadway and passed a cute, blond, curly-haired, baby-faced transit cop named Skip. Dad had his eyes on Mom, but his immature yet well-intentioned strategy was to hit on her friend to get Mom’s attention. He did, and they both ignored him. Never one to give up easily, Dad changed directions and hit on Mom the following week. Success! She gave him her number.

A few years later, Mom and Dad got married at a place called Boulderberg Manor in Tomkins Cove, New York, about forty minutes north of Manhattan.

“Cops spend ninety percent of their time dealing with assholes,” Dad once told me. “When you’re a firefighter, nobody ever treats you like that.”

Dad was no asshole, nor was he stupid, so after a few hard years as a cop in Harlem, he joined the New York City Fire Department. When he wasn’t working, Dad liked to golf in Rockland County, a wooded, suburban area a short drive north of Manhattan and across the Hudson River, so he and Mom decided to look for houses there. The area was quiet and scenic, and on its eastern side was the Palisades, a long line of steep, dramatic cliffs with incredible views of the Hudson. Rockland County has a diverse combination of service workers like Dad, artists like Mom, and families who don’t mind that a commute into the city means taking a bus or driving. There are no trains from Rockland County, making it feel both close to and far away from New York.

Crucial to my newlywed parents, where they settled was a lot more affordable than the City. In fact, it was so livable that Mom and Dad realized they could have a pretty great life there raising a family. Dad’s job made the idea even more attractive. Like most firefighters in the FDNY, he worked in twenty-four-hour shifts a few days a week, which meant he had uninterrupted stretches at home. It was a no-brainer; Mom could have her career and Dad could have his, and one of them would always be present for me and my brother.

The year was 1989. George H. W. Bush was president and the economy was good. Sitcoms like Family Ties reigned on TV, and the US was at peace. It was the perfect time to put down roots and Mom and Dad were ready to make it happen.

That’s when I entered the scene.

Mom didn’t let pregnancy slow her down. If anything, it motivated her, and she was onstage as Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream right when she started to show. The play was so popular the producers extended it through Mom’s ninth month, so the costume designers altered her dress to focus on the upstairs rather than the downstairs. The producer was afraid her water might break on the stage (considering the life I’ve had, this would have been hilariously poetic) but Mom finished the run to standing ovations, wearing a dress that was bursting at the seams.

By the end of the summer of 1989, A Midsummer Night’s Dream was over, and so was Mom’s pregnancy. On August 21, after twenty-four hours of labor, I, Hayden Lesley Panettiere came into the world with light, almond-shaped eyes, a halo of strawberry blond hair, big, rosy cheeks, and creamy white skin. I also had a giant, round head, which Dad’s brother, Uncle Donny, joked was going to snap my neck if Mom and Dad weren’t careful.

Mom claims that I came out of the womb, looked at her, and said, “Thanks, but I’ve got it from here.” Mom can embellish stories, but she understands independence better than anybody, so I’ll take her word for it. She also says that everyone commented on what a bright-eyed, unusually happy baby I was, smiling and laughing when I was held or when something excited me. I’d kick and babble like I was trying to put on a show, and maybe I was. I was a tiny firecracker, popping to life as if on cue.

Soon, Mom’s friends and colleagues started telling her that if Lesley Vogel didn’t get this happy baby into modeling as quickly as she possibly could, she was missing the opportunity of a lifetime.

Mom figured what the heck. At the very least, she’d get some good baby pictures out of the whole experience. Maybe I’d even earn a little money for college. So, Mom and I hit the ground running.







TWO

Mornings with Michelin

In the spring of 1990, Mom strapped me into my car seat and got behind the wheel of our Volvo to drive into the city. It was before dawn, and I was only eight months old, but she and I had thirty miles to cover. I’d signed with Wilhelmina Models, and my baby pictures had caught people’s attention.

This audition—if you could call it that—was for Michelin Tires. Michelin had a long-running ad campaign that featured chubby, shirtless babies sitting inside a tire, so at the casting call Mom stripped me down to my diaper and placed me at a designated spot. My giant head bobbed like a balloon on a string, and my body began swaying back, then forth, then side to side.

“Please, don’t let her fall and hit her head on the tire,” Mom whispered to herself.

I didn’t topple over, but I also didn’t get the part. Tires and I weren’t ready for each other just yet.

At eleven months old, when my head fit my body a bit better, I auditioned for a Playskool toy train commercial. I sat straight up, smiled, and lit up like a Christmas tree when the casting director made funny faces. Mom and the director loved it, and I got the part. My first memory is watching a miniature Playskool train circle its tracks over and over and over, but that could be because the Playskool ad ran for years.

Dad claims checks arrived in the mail all the time, but baby modeling is not a job that’s going to make you rich. At best, I’d make a few hundred dollars at each shoot, and if I was lucky, I might someday receive a residual check that hovered around two figures. Fifteen percent of that went from my employer into a trust I couldn’t touch until I was eighteen. These specifications were part of the Coogan Act—named after poor Jackie Coogan, a 1920s child actor whose parents squandered his money—and it was meant to safeguard children against abuse by employers or their parents. I don’t remember much of anything about my early commercials, but I know my parents did a great job protecting me, so exploitation was never on the table. I apparently enjoyed auditions and commercial shoots and never whined or squirmed on set.

“Besides,” Mom says, “you can’t force a child to do something they’re not comfortable with. Especially Hayden.” As my godmother said, I was a “willful child.”

Once in a while Dad would take me to auditions, but his most notable contribution was the near impossible: getting parking in the City. He was stationed at a busy firehouse in Harlem, which he loved because a busy firehouse is the best firehouse. (Dad didn’t enjoy the danger, but he was passionate about saving lives.) On days off, Dad didn’t need his FDNY parking placard, so Mom used it to park next to any New York City firehouse knowing she wouldn’t get ticketed or towed. Suddenly, driving and parking in the City wasn’t torture.

One booking led to another, then another. I like to think that casting directors kept hiring me because I seemed as professional as a baby could be, but part of me thinks it was because I never cried. Crying on set means an hour of snot, drool, costume changes, and cleaning up a red, blotchy face, so a fussy baby very quickly becomes a baby without a job.

I guess I just liked people. I was comfortable around strangers because they said nice things to me and made funny faces. I was also happy, confident, and eager to please, unbothered by cold rooms and strangers’ hands and early morning wakeups. None of that made me cry.

Or, maybe, even as a baby, I could sense when people were proud of me—especially Mom.

Dad went with it partly because acting was Mom’s thing. Dad occupied his own sphere in our world: the dependable jack-of-all-trades, the scrappy extrovert who made good money at an honorable job, and the golf junkie who was always playing a few holes or watching a tournament on TV. Mom was Work, and Dad was Play, but they filled in each other’s gaps and shortcomings, at least in the first part of their marriage.

Dad’s biggest weakness was that he didn’t want to rock the boat when Mom was onto something. Dad was a softie on the inside, and Mom was a force to be reckoned with. I know Dad had arguments between his head and his heart, with his heart questioning whether it was right to have his baby girl so busy all the time, being shuttled around from one audition to another. Dad was a grounded guy, and child acting was anything but normal. But he justified it. He said to himself, “Maybe she’s smiling because she loves it. She’s not missing out on having fun because there are so many other kids at auditions. And maybe baby modeling will give her a brilliant career, and she’ll never have to worry about money.”

Besides, just before my little brother came along, Mom was completely in her groove. She juggled my schedule, spoke up for me on set, and kept the wolves at bay. With her leading the charge, there was no stopping us as we barreled toward my next gig. I kept getting callbacks, and Mom and Dad kept saying yes. I was given great opportunities, and there was no saying no to Mom’s drive. The abnormal had become entirely normal.

I remember it like it was yesterday. I was standing in the living room of our house, staring through the dining room toward the kitchen. Mom and Dad were at the kitchen table, which was a good twenty feet away from me, and they were talking about Dad’s new business. Dad had just started a flooring company called J & H Wood Flooring, with the “H” for Hayden and the “J” for his business partner’s daughter. When he wasn’t in the City at the firehouse, hardwood flooring was what he did.

Some sixth sense came over me, and a light popped on in my head. “Mom!” I blurted out.

“Yes, honey?”

“You’re pregnant,” I said. No filter, no hesitation.

Mom turned to me and scoffed. “What are you talking about? I am not pregnant.”

“Yes, you are,” I answered, crossing my arms. I don’t know why I knew, but I just knew. Not long after, Mom and Dad told me I was going to be a big sister. On the night that I confronted her, Mom was indeed pregnant, but she had no idea.







THREE

Stage Fright and Howard Stern

Triaminic. Dunkin’ Donuts. Banana Nut Crunch. Jergens Ever Soft, the lotion that lasts even after you wash your hands. Hershey’s. Wendy’s, back when Dave Thomas was still alive. Nix lice prevention spray, where I played the girl who used it and didn’t get lice. My advertising jobs piled up, and I appeared in about fifty commercials by the time I was five.

Most commercial shoots were uneventful. But there was one I’ll never let myself forget.

When I was almost five, I was cast in a commercial for Chex cereal. At one of the early rehearsals, I planted myself in a chair at the set’s kitchen table, where a milk-less bowl of Chex sat on a placemat. I looked to my right and watched the dreamiest nine-year-old boy I’d ever seen approach me. He had big blue eyes, wavy hair, and a kind face that seemed to say, I don’t care if you’re only four. I think you’re amazing.

“Hi, I’m Hayden,” I said, picking up a few pieces of Chex and shoving them in my mouth.

“Nice to meet you,” he replied, sitting down. “I’m playing your brother.”

We began to read our lines, and I moved in on the Chex. They tasted delicious—even without milk—so I gobbled up a few mouthfuls. Suddenly, my wishful logic crystallized: this boy and I were here because of Chex. Chex was an incredible cereal, and we should all love it. If I showed him how dedicated I was to this job—and by extension, to Chex—he’d love me, too.

“We need to start filming,” the director said to Mom. “Can you ask her to be ready?”

“Hayden,” Mom whisper-yelled from across the room as she made a slicing motion across her neck, “stop eating the cereal right now.” Her eyes were so big and round I thought they were going to pop out of her head.

I did as I was told, but the Chex was too tempting, and I grabbed a bite. Mom and the director asked again, their patience clearly growing thin. One empty bowl of cereal later, the director politely told Mom that while they were sure I was talented, they needed to cast someone who could focus on something other than food. Or, apparently, the boy playing my brother.

Mom laughed it off at first, but then she made it clear she wasn’t pleased that she’d lost a full day to traffic, makeup, hair, and my lust for boys and Chex. If I was under her watch, it was going to be the first and last time I got fired from a job.

Soon I was auditioning for television shows. Mom had discovered Howard Stern, who started bright and early at 6:00 a.m. on 92.3 WXRK-FM, so she’d rush me into our car at least twice a week and crank up the volume. We were always running late, so we’d barrel down the Palisades Parkway through New Jersey, and I’d recite the lines she’d taught me while Howard said something unfit for children’s ears. We’d head east over the George Washington Bridge, straight into Manhattan, then zip south toward our final destination.

With so many callbacks, I had momentum as a child actor. As I transitioned from toddler to little girl, my voice grew loud and husky and my hair got longer, curlier, and messier. I started to roll my eyes when Mom bought me pink, girlie clothes, and I begged her to let me dress in pants and sweatshirts, like the tomboy I’d become. In auditions and on sets, I put on a spunky, sassy attitude. In everyone’s eyes, I was a grown-up in kid form, capable of telling it like it was about the deliciousness of Wendy’s chicken nuggets or the need to give me just the right medicine when I was sick.

I was faking that confidence during pretty much every audition. I tried as hard as I could to hide it, but when I stepped in front of producers, the director, and a casting director, my hands and voice would start to shake. Before I opened my mouth to say my lines, I was racked with nerves, convinced I’d settle on the wrong word, lose my train of thought, or forget my lines entirely. At first, the adrenaline forced me to step up to the plate, but then I’d realize I was being scrutinized and judged. My nerves motivated me, but then they turned around and paralyzed me. If I messed up, what would people think of me? What would Mom say? I knew it wouldn’t be good.

During our drives into the City, I felt like I was teetering on the edge, and Mom’s driving didn’t help. One time, she hit the guardrail on the right side of the George Washington Bridge, and our car squealed and shuttered as it scraped against the barrier’s concrete base.

“Damn it!” Mom yelled, turning down Howard Stern and swerving back into our lane. “I got distracted. Say it all again. And please, do not phone it in.”

“Don’t phone it in” was her favorite line. It was my signal to get my act together and reach the top of my game—stage fright or not.

Parents of child actors are required by law to always be on set during filming, but not during auditions. So, either Dad or Mom was always outside waiting for me. Most of the time, it was Mom. I’d say my lines, trying my best to be cute and projecting my voice the way that Mom had taught me. When the director called “cut,” I always stopped what I was doing, marched out the door, and ran straight to Mom.

“I think I did okay,” I’d say tentatively.

“Did you give a hundred and fifty percent?” she’d ask.

“I did.” But the truth was more complicated than that—and I didn’t tell Mom. My fear was so pronounced it took every ounce of strength I had to get out there and ace it. I was determined to make Mom and everyone proud, but the pressure overwhelmed me.

Then my worst nightmare happened, and I did freeze up during an audition. Just before Jansen was born, I auditioned for a Kodak ad, and as I stepped toward the masking tape “T” that marked my position, a boy appeared out of nowhere. He was about my age, and he was cute—about a thousand times more than Chex boy.

“Just say your lines to each other,” the casting director told us.

I thought I was doing this alone, I said to myself as red heat rushed to my face.

My heart stopped and my hands started shaking. Between this perfect four-year-old specimen standing across from me and the fact that I was terrified of making a mistake, I didn’t know where to start. So, I smiled and took a deep breath. The director called “action,” and the boy began reciting his lines. My tongue felt like it was coated with peanut butter, so I mumbled mine in response. He said his next few lines, this time with more confidence, and I paused, then opened my mouth. Not a single word came out. I took another deep breath, then cleared my throat. Again, nothing. I stared at the boy, and he smiled meekly, like he was both embarrassed for me and mystified that I’d frozen up. I’d been doing this whole routine since before I could walk, and this was never supposed to happen. I turned toward the casting director and her assistant. Their faces blurred, then melted together into one face with purple eyeshadow and coral-red lips.

Mom.

I stepped off my “T” and skulked toward the door, stopping at the casting director’s table before I exited. “Uh, did I get the job?” I asked, deep in denial.

“Oh, we’ll see,” she answered kindly. “Now go find your mom.”

I opened the door and walked right back to where Mom was sitting.

“How did it go?” she asked.

For a hot minute I contemplated letting my manager tell her later, then I relented. “Um, I didn’t do it.”

Mom stood up. “You didn’t do it? I drove all the way here and you just walked out? We’ll talk about it in the car. Get in your stroller.” Mom had brought along the stroller because it made hustling a four-year-old down a Manhattan street easier for a pregnant woman.

Mom pushed me out the door and onto the sidewalk, moving a little more quickly than she had on the way to the audition. My heart was pounding. Mom was a perfectionist, and she knew what I was capable of. She expected the best from me, and I hadn’t come close to delivering that. Now she was disappointed in me, and that was a fate worse than death. Mom had several levels of anger. When she was irritated, she opened her mouth ever so slightly. When she was mad, she clenched her jaw. When she was so angry that my best option was to hide under my bed, her lower jaw migrated a few centimeters forward. I looked up and back at Mom, and there was that soul-shattering underbite.

We got in the car and drove home in silence as shame overcame me. It was after 10:00 a.m., so I didn’t even have Howard Stern to distract from Mom’s anger.







FOUR

Taking Beats

Jansen Rane Panettiere came into the world on September 25, 1994. At only six pounds, he was a tiny thing, with dark peach fuzz from head to toe and a cone-shaped head. To add insult to injury, he was cross-eyed. I looked like a Gerber baby the day I was born. Jansen looked like he hadn’t quite evolved.

“This is… interesting,” Mom said a few hours after Jansen’s delivery, when she’d taken a good look at him. “Are you sure he’s mine?” Mom’s skin was smooth as silk, and even though her hair was naturally dark underneath her highlights, it had an auburn hue.

Dad was as baffled as Mom. “Look at those eyebrows,” he said. “They’re… huge.” It was like Mom and Dad had passed Jansen all the DNA I didn’t have, then thrown in a little hair just for fun.

The first time I saw Jansen in the hospital, I was skeptical at best. I thought I’d be getting a new doll, but this thing was more like a fuzzy stuffed animal—and not one of those expensive brand-name ones you get at Christmas. With Mom lying in a bed holding him, it was also clear that she and Dad were no longer mine and mine alone. We were a family of four now, and I knew that was just the way it was going to be.

Within a few days, though, all my jealousy faded away. Despite Jansen’s weird monkey features, I was fascinated by him, and I felt drawn to him in an instinctive way. I decided I’d been put on this earth to protect him, and as a responsible five-year-old, I could take care of him just fine. So, I begged Mom and Dad to let me carry him, and when Jansen was a few months old, Mom relented.

“Hold him like this,” Mom said, placing him in my arms as we stood outside near our Volvo. “Good. Now, can you walk to the car and put him in his car seat?”

Mom opened the car door and motioned for me to place him inside. I tiptoed forward, gripping him tightly in my arms.

“How do I put him in?” I asked. “Oh no, Mom, he’s slipping… !”

Thud. Jansen slid out of my arms and landed on the ground.

“Oh my God!” Mom yelled. “You dropped him!”

Jansen started to scream, and I looked at Mom, my face white as a ghost. “I’m sorry!” I yelled. “But I only did it once!”

My brother wasn’t dead, but he sure had a serious set of pipes.

In 1994, all my television auditions paid off, and I landed a role on the ABC soap opera One Life to Live, playing a young girl named Sarah Roberts.

I was going to be a soap opera actress, just like Mom. I didn’t really know what to make of soap operas except that Mom told me they were very dramatic and that only grown-ups watched them. I vaguely recalled seeing one on TV and thinking how boring it looked. It didn’t make sense that the characters dressed so nicely, with their hair and makeup done, even when they were just standing around their living rooms. Or why were the final scenes comically long, with the soundtrack’s organ stuck on the same endless note? People were always finding their long-lost twins or discovering their father wasn’t actually their dad, and their emotions were always over-the-top. It was all just weird, but now it was my world.

I had to get up to speed fast, so I did. I learned that One Life to Live was a mainstay on ABC, and its most famous star was Erika Slezak, who played Victoria “Viki” Lord, the matriarch of the Lord family. (Erika Slezak would go on to win six Daytime Emmy Awards and remain on the show for over forty years. She is a legend.) The Lords were the rich family in town, and Sarah Roberts was one of them. In fact, her mother was Tina, Viki Lord’s sister. And while Sarah wouldn’t be in every episode, her birth had been a pivotal plot point a few seasons back because a pregnant Tina hadn’t been able to figure out who her baby’s father was, and then Viki shot one of the possible fathers in self-defense. You know, the kind of thing that happens all the time in every small town.

I was so young I wouldn’t have many lines, but Mom warned me that I’d have to memorize all my scenes before shooting so I’d know exactly when and where I had to be. That was because soap operas filmed one episode per day, not over the course of several days. Trust me, an entire hour is a lot to store in your brain.

My call time was 6:00 a.m. at ABC Studio 17 on West Sixty-Sixth Street between Columbus and Central Park West. Mom and I had to leave the house just after 5:00 a.m., and, as I sat in the back seat and Mom sped along, I committed my scenes to memory. The fact that Mom had highlighted them to activate my focus made the job a little easier.

At that age, my brain was a sponge. Every night, I could memorize more than the day before and recall them more quickly on the car ride to the set. One Life to Live became a master class in cramming—a skill most people don’t learn until college, when they stay up all night studying for finals. I learned how to cram when I was five.

Mom claims that One Life to Live was the first place she began to take my acting seriously, like it was something I could do for the rest of my life. In the middle of one of my scenes, a lead actress approached Mom as she stood at the side of the set.

“You know, your daughter can really act,” my castmate said.

Mom smiled. “You don’t have to say that to me. She’s just a kid, and, besides, I’m not that kind of stage mom.”

“No, I mean it,” she said, putting her hand lightly on Mom’s arm.

OEBPS/images/9781538773444.jpg
A RECKONING






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
GRAND
CENTRAL





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
Tha I M

A RECKONING

HAYDEN PANETTIERE

L

[P

GRAND
CENTRAL

NEW YORK BOSTON





