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I dedicate this book to my daughter, Ava, who is my life force… my everything, my only thing, my number one.







A significant moment in my life that made me proud was when my dad was driving and picked me up from school.

I chose this because my dad got in a terrible accident where he got run over by a snowcat. I got to see him get better over time and it’s made me so proud of how strong he is. When Friday came around each week, I would always be so excited to go to my dad’s house and see my entire family. One Friday, my grandma, Meemaw, was picking me up from school, or that was what I thought. As I get called on the speaker, I walked over, super-excited to go home and see my dad. The last weekend I saw him, he was in his wheelchair. As I walked over to the car, I saw my dad was driving! I couldn’t believe at first, but then also wasn’t surprised. I knew always since I was a little kid, he was the strongest, most powerful guy on earth. Not only is he strong, he is the sweetest, most funny guy alive. In the car on the way back home I was thinking how incredibly lucky I am to have an amazing, strong dad.

—Ava Renner, essay for school entitled “The Most Significant Event That Made You Proud”








AUTHOR’S NOTE

I did not want to write this book.

I did not want to relive, moment by moment, word by word, the events of January 1, 2023. I did not want to recount the incident and its violence, nor the ramifications—on me and everyone around me—that followed: the life and death, the pain, the surgeries, the fear, the difficult recovery.

Also, I did not want to write this book because I couldn’t imagine why people would care about what happened on that driveway that morning.

But in recent months I’ve come to understand the ripple effect this incident has had, and continues to have, even as time has passed. Because what happened did not just happen to me.

So even though I’m not a writer, and didn’t want to write a book, here it is.
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Not today, motherfucker…”

That’s the last thing I remember shouting.

The snowcat was sliding across the ice toward Alex. Alex is my nephew; he’s twenty-seven, my sister Kym’s youngest. I’ve always had a kind of father-son relationship with him; he’s one of the first boys in the extended family; very sweet kid. The snowcat is a 14,000-pound industrial snow-clearing machine that I use on my property up in the mountains north of Lake Tahoe. That machine was heading toward him, and he had nowhere to escape to. His back was up against a huge Ford Raptor F-150 truck, which was itself jammed up against a snowbank.

It was January 1, 2023.

I believe that the most important thing in life is to take action. Feel everything, consider everything, read, think, ponder, cogitate—all that’s fine. But you have to do something; you have to commit to action whenever you can. Don’t only think about things, don’t just feel things—take the first step, and then the next, and then the next. Do it. Otherwise, nothing’s going to change, nothing’s going to get better for you or for the people around you. In the end, it doesn’t actually matter what you think or how you feel… everyone is a mass of feelings and emotions—some good, some bad. But emotions never built a bridge or fed the hungry or saved a life. I mean, who cares how you feel? Do something.

An immense 14,000-pound machine was sliding toward my nephew; I had to do something; in those lightning-fast seconds, his life hung in the balance. If that machine was to hit him, it would have crushed him to death, no question. But this New Year was going to be the same as any previous year in one crucial way: To me, action was everything. It’s at the core of who I am. I do stuff; I take action; I believe in the power of a deed done.

I am blessed by a large extended family whom I love more than anything; and I believe in action. These two immovable forces—love and action—were about to collide.

I had no choice. I had one shot.

One shot—a long shot, but a shot. Not for a second did I think about my other life, the one in which I do most of my own stunts, the Hawkeye I inhabit in movies. This man faced with one shot is not, at that moment, a Hollywood actor. He’s just me, Jeremy Renner, uncle to Alex, father to Ava, son and brother and uncle—friend to many, pain in the ass to plenty—half a mile down his driveway from his home in Lake Tahoe, where right now, back up there at the house, folks are innocently getting ready for a ski trip after days being snowed in by a monster storm.

I live for that gang up at the house. They are my whole life, my heart. I love each one of them with such an intensity… but here, now, I had one thing to do: I had to save Alex.

One shot, one action that would change everything and come to define the second half of my life: a three-foot leap up and a nearly three-foot leap across to the cabin of the snowcat, where I would grab the door handle, get inside that cab, hit the big red STOP button sitting up on the center of the console. The snowcat is charging toward Alex. He’s got no escape route. The snowcat weighs over 14,000 pounds. He’s standing by an F-150, which is itself against a snowbank. He’s going to be crushed between the Ford and the thick steel blades of the snowcat; he’s got nowhere to go…

One shot.

“Not today, motherfucker…”

This all happened in milliseconds. In the time it takes to type “one shot,” I had to make that leap. I didn’t have time to compute distances, to prepare my bones, no time to loosen my muscles—my only hope in saving Alex is to jump three feet across, nearly three feet up, grab the door, hit the button. My eyes dart, my blood tenses, something in my stomach shifts to the very bottom, a mixture of dread and opportunity jangles my senses and makes me less human, more animal.

Animal takes over: Alex is my blood, and like a wild beast I have to get between him and death. This is no longer conscious thought. This is pure action, motivated by love.

I didn’t have time to consider my options, if indeed there were any. I had one shot at that leap…

…and I missed.

And then everything changed forever.






PART ONE INCIDENT
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We really shouldn’t have been in Lake Tahoe in the first place.

Every year, I bring my entire extended family up to my house a few miles northeast of the lake, where I host a big event to celebrate the New Year. Christmases in the Renner family tend to be spent apart—most of my siblings have their own kids, so they hunker down at home to celebrate—but New Year’s is different. That’s when as many of my family as possible come to Camp Renner, which is what I call my house in Tahoe, so we can have a week of skiing and snowboarding and food and celebration of the fluke of the calendar that means everyone gets a new start. Usually there are twenty-five to thirty of us, and this year, as with every year, I had been looking forward to getting together with everyone for months. In a busy life, filled with work and travel and thousands of distractions—the mundane business of being alive—this annual get-together served to remind me why I work so hard in the first place: I get to take a breath, on the top of a mountain, away from the pressures of success. I am blessed to have a home big enough to host as many people as can come.

But by the end of 2022 it seemed like everything was against it.

For a start, I managed to miss my flight… by just a few seconds. The morning of December 28 my daughter Ava and my nephew Alex were to travel with me from Burbank Airport in Los Angeles up to Reno. I’m usually pretty good at making flights, but that day we had a ton of luggage, and our two dogs, and there were always some last-minute things we needed that we’d have to check we packed, and anyway, even though we bucked it the thirty minutes from the Hollywood Hills, where I have a house, to the airport for our flight, we somehow managed to cut it too close. We were at the gate a full fifteen minutes before the flight was due to take off, and it’s a small airport and a small airplane… It wasn’t like we were taking an Airbus 380 to Singapore. We were all checked in, too—but as we arrived at the gate, the crew had just that second closed the cabin doors.

“Dude,” I pleaded to the nearest attendant who had literally just finished calling our names into the loudspeaker, “let me squeeze on, please. We’re here, you checked us in and everything.”

“Sorry, sir,” he said, “we can’t open the door once it’s closed. FAA regulations…”

No amount of pleading worked, and it wasn’t as if we could wait for the next flight. Every other flight was fully booked, and there was a major storm heading to Tahoe; we were screwed. I was distraught—people had already started their own journeys from all points north, south, east, and west to head to Camp Renner, and I had ruined the holiday. There was nothing we could do now but take a car back to my house in Hollywood, get all the luggage and the dogs back into the house, and then decide what to do. Everything had been prepared to host twenty, twenty-five people, but now the host can’t make it?

Back at the house, I just couldn’t face giving up. It’s time to do something; it’s time to take action.

“Screw it. Alex,” I said, “let’s just drive up there. What is it, eight hours? The car’s all-wheel if the weather gets really shitty. Let’s do it.”

We were up against time, the fading light—I really didn’t want to drive in the dark—and the weather. But sometimes you just have to commit to an action and do it, so that’s what we did. We packed up the car once again—Ava, Alex, dogs, luggage—and headed out. It had been a crazy day already, but I was feeling good about the decision; I recorded a video message to the rest of the family telling them our plan.

One last thing to do before we headed north: I pulled over into a gas station on Franklin and Highland in the heart of Hollywood, about three miles down the hill, and filled up.

Nothing could stop us now.

Wrong.

With the car full of gas, I hopped back into the driver’s seat and hit the START button on the car.

Nothing.

I press it again.

Nothing.

I look at Alex, who looks at me. Is it the battery? Did I not put the gas cap back on properly?

And then it hits me.

“Alex,” I said, very slowly as the information settled in my brain stem, “I put the key fob on the top of the car as we were leaving the house, and now I can’t find it…”

Oh shit.

That fob could now be anywhere between my house and this gas station—three miles of busy LA roads. I have a car full of stuff, my daughter, Alex, two dogs, and a houseful of people waiting for me eight hours north of this crappy little gas station in Hollywood.

There’s only one thing for it.

“Alex, we’re going to have to wait here, and you’re going to have to get an Uber back to the house,” I said. “I bet the key fell off right as we left. There’s no way it stayed on much farther than next to the property, right?”

Alex’s face betrayed enough doubt that I don’t think I fully believed he’d find the key fob, but I also felt like we’d had enough bad luck that day.

Ava and I waited as Alex headed back to the house. The dogs looked at me, confused, but then they’re always confused, especially as one of them survived a coyote attack and subsequently and understandably identifies as a cat.

After about half an hour, an Uber pulled up into the gas station, and Alex jumped out, holding the fob triumphantly. Sure enough, it had fallen off pretty much as we left the property.

It was a Christmas miracle. Laughing, we set out, Ava hunkered down in the back, Alex my copilot.

The dogs set to snoring, though I swear one of them also meows. We head north up out of the city, and then we thrum to the familiar rhythm of towns along the Antelope Valley and the Sierra Nevadas: Palmdale, Lancaster, Mojave, Indian Wells, Lone Pine—where Mount Whitney, sharp and serene, jags up into the clear blue—then Big Pine, Bishop, Mammoth, South Lake Tahoe. The weather deteriorates, the night descends, but nothing was going to stop us.

We arrive as the last light leaves. When we’d left LA, it had been sixty-one degrees; now, up on Mount Rose where my house sits, it’s twenty-nine. In a matter of hours, the storm will begin; it will be an epochal weather event.

There will be so much snow to clear.



Camp Renner sits 7,300 feet above sea level at the end of a long, winding driveway that climbs to an expansive parking area in front of the main house, and then another, smaller guesthouse farther up the hill. When you live that high in the Sierra Nevadas, you get used to snow, but that year we faced something extra. We’d already had a good dump of snow, but what was coming was going to be a generational storm on top of it—the forecasters were predicting record-breaking weather. The Tahoe Daily Tribune summed up the magnitude of the situation on December 30, 2022:


The National Weather Service in Reno on Thursday upgraded to a winter storm warning that lasts through 4 a.m. Sunday, Jan. 1, for up to 5 feet of snow above 8,000 feet, 1 to 3 feet above 7,000 feet…

An avalanche warning is in effect through 7 a.m. Sunday for the storm packing gale force winds and rain on snow followed by high intensity snowfall could result in large, widespread, destructive slides.

Strong winds will gust up to 50 mph with 100 mph or more possible for Sierra ridges.

Travel over mountain passes likely won’t be impacted with snow until midday Saturday.



Five feet of snow—we get a lot up at Mount Rose, but even to us that sounded like a huge amount. No doubt we would lose power at some point, and in all likelihood, we’d be snowed in, too, but what we didn’t want was to get snowed out before we even got there.

Alex and Ava and I had arrived ahead of the storm—just—and the rest of the family managed to make it, too (though not my mom—she was in our hometown of Modesto with my brother Kyle and Katie, his wife, who had just had their first child). Some friends were joining, too, and soon the house was bustling with people, sitting around in the kitchen catching up, playing pool by the big front window, the kids thick as thieves, hunkering down in the TV room.

Once the storm started it just never stopped. It was gorgeous to watch from the safety of the house. Slanting shards of snow rattled the great window, covering the cars and the snowmobiles, dulling all sounds until all we could hear was the soft buzzy call of the mountain chickadees and the urgent whistling of the western tanagers. After a few hours great globs of heavy wetness hung from the ponderosas and the sugar pines, looking for all the world like the fake stuff you spray on Christmas trees. By the time the New Year approached, the whole of western Nevada was buried under those epochal five feet, and one day stuck turned into two turned into three.

This is the best—and worst—thing about where I live. Each year we seem to get a stretch where the winds whip to one hundred miles per hour, huge snow amounts fall, and we’re on avalanche—and lightning and tornado—watch. Power fails; roads close; ski-resort funiculars hang useless in the ice-bound air. The National Weather Service sends out warnings with homey phrases like, “Best to hunker down where you are,” but when all the roads are closed and the power goes out, there’s really no choice: it can be treacherous to be a human in the face of all this nature. And yet the extraordinary beauty and opportunities for adventure that the snow affords make living in the mountains a true privilege.

By the last day of 2022 we had no cell service and no internet, meaning no phones, no tablets, no TVs. The kids had long given up the TV room to come and hang out with the adults. We were just one big extended happy family, no longer separated by the glow of screens—what a marvel that was in and of itself.

I didn’t mind at all that we were snowed in—I’m always prepared for that kind of thing. You have to be at 7,300 feet in Nevada.

In another life I inhabited Staff Sergeant William James in The Hurt Locker and Hawkeye in The Avengers and my current gig playing the lead in Mayor of Kingstown, but that’s what I do for a living. Much more importantly, I am simply Jeremy, father to Ava, my magical, perfect daughter; I am Jeremy, the proud brother of Kym, my brilliant, beautiful sister, and doting uncle to her kids, Alex and his sisters Kayla and Bella; I am brother to Kyle, who had just had his baby. I’m the son of a strong, inspirational mom—Valerie Cearley to some but Meemaw to most who know her well, who was right then with her new grandson a few hours away in Modesto, where we grew up. I am the son of a dreamer, intellectual father, Lee Renner, who had once run the McHenry Bowl in Modesto before becoming a college guidance counselor. I was proud brother to my other siblings, Clayton and Arthur and Theo and Nicky, and benevolent (I hope!) brother-in-law and uncle to their various partners and kids.

Like all families since the dawn of time, we’d been through some shit, but we loved nothing more than getting together to celebrate holidays, whether it was July 4 or New Year’s. And through it all I’ve never lost sight of the normal life; maybe coming into the peak of my career a little later than some, in my thirties and after, helped me keep my feet on the ground? Whatever it was, I never needed reminding that I was a lucky man to have so many people to love and who loved me.

That New Year’s felt extra special to me; I don’t know why. Perhaps it was because we were so snowed in; perhaps it was that I knew everyone had had to try so hard to get to Camp Renner in the first place, given that it’s isolated and the weather was so lousy. Perhaps it was just the passage of years deepening my already strong bond with these amazing people, especially as it became increasingly hard to fight against the constraints of my job, which both gave me so many opportunities and benefits but also squeezed me for time. Or maybe it was a throwback: no phones, no TVs, no distractions except for raucous games of pool lit by strings of Christmas lights hooked up to the generator.

I can’t put my finger on exactly why, but I loved those few days so much; we got to play silly games and have real conversations and truly connect away from social media and email and doomscrolling.

My niece Kayla told me later that she’d had a private talk with her partner, Mark, during that week.

“Jeremy is interacting with us in ways that I’d never seen before,” she told him. “He is being incredibly intentional in every conversation and so physically close, too. Have you noticed how he’s holding intense eye contact, constantly telling us how much he loves us?”

Mark agreed—he’d noticed my behavior, too.

It’s true; I was intensely grateful to have my family there that year. I’m always happy they come, but something about braving that dangerous weather to spend time together felt like a beautiful expression of our shared love. And despite my job as an actor and despite how much time I spend in front of people, I can still be quite an interior person; a stranger meeting me might think of me as wary, shy, or standoffish, or a combination of all three. In large group settings I’ll often be the one escaping out back to have a cigarette, slipping away when no one’s looking. This is not because I don’t love my family; rather it’s because I’ve always been quite private, and I value whatever time I can get to step back from life and think about things. My father taught me to be analytical, and from childhood I was quite happy to be solitary. Now, in adulthood, I often found myself on the edge of a crowd, looking out into the dark of the snowbound yard as much as I looked back into the warmth of the house.

I’m not surprised Kayla and Mark saw a difference in me those few days. I didn’t plan on being more engaged than usual, it just felt natural.

As we welcomed in the New Year, I couldn’t help but take a moment to let gratitude fill me, as the love of this huge family filled me, too. Even if we couldn’t charge our phones or watch movies, we could just sit around, shooting the shit, and though we were snowed in, there was a magic to it that only a family can understand. The kids were running back and forth, like tides, this way and that, chasing each other, once in a while falling out with each other, then just as quickly laughing again; Kym would suddenly and magically rustle up a delicious spaghetti Bolognese or a roast; Alex and I would discuss whether or not my beloved San Francisco 49ers would beat the Las Vegas Raiders on New Year’s Day, and how far we thought our team could go in the playoffs.

Now and then, Ava would take a break from running around with her cousins and come and hang out with me on the couch.

“Daddy,” she said, “how long do you think we’ll be snowed in?”

“Not much longer,” I said, “and when we do get out, we’re going to ski our butts off.”

My daughter and I have always had a very mature relationship—as her teen years approached people liked to tease me that she was going to be a terror, but I always pushed back.

“My daughter has too much accountability, too much responsibility to life and everything around her to be like that,” I’d say, and so far, I was right about that.

Ava is my all.



It’s not easy feeding twenty-five people with no power.

My sister Kym is a really good cook, and bless her, she decided to cook a roast, but it became the longest roast ever cooked—and, in her own words, “the grossest.” Over and over the power would go out, and she’d have to plug the stove into the generator, but then that would stop working, and she’d have to wait, then restart the roasting, all the time leaving the meat sitting around in what amounted to what she called “fatty waters.” (That’s as appetizing as it sounds.) It wasn’t her fault, but neither was it cordon bleu—it was more like cordon beige by the time it was finished, and with the best will in the world it wasn’t the most enticing piece of meat anyone had ever seen. It was absolutely typical of her to try to feed everyone something delicious, but the power situation meant that she was fighting a losing battle from minute one right through minute one thousand.

It was New Year’s Eve by this point, and we needed food. Though the kids were having a great time, I knew we’d need to get something on the table to distract them from the dead roast and to help them stay up for midnight, so I decided to head down to Reno—usually about a twenty-minute drive—to get pizzas for everyone before the roads finally closed. Given the extent of the storm I wasn’t even sure I’d make it, but I couldn’t just sit around and wonder.

It was time to do.

I took my pal Rory Millikin with me.

Rory is a larger-than-life Canadian who’s so approachable and goofy-funny that the kids take it in turns running past him to knock his baseball cap off (but only when he’s sitting down—when he’s standing, he’s six foot five). He’s also my partner in our RennerVation project—together we acquire and rehabilitate old trucks, ambulances, buses, and other large, decommissioned vehicles, repurpose them sometimes, and then donate them to communities that need them. We’d recently finished filming a first season of documentaries about the project, Rennervations, for Disney. In the series we turned a tour bus into a mobile music studio in Chicago; a city bus into a dance studio for people living at the southern tip of Baja, Mexico; a shuttle bus into a rec center for Reno; and even created a mobile water treatment bus for folks in Rajasthan, India. The producers had initially been skeptical of Rory’s involvement because they didn’t exactly know who he was, but then they met him and realized, like we all did, that his charisma was off the charts and invaluable in making mountains move to his will (even if some of his efforts at actual renovations were what can only be described as not quite professional standard). No matter—Rory was integral to the show, as he was to my life as a friend, and we couldn’t wait for the world to see the shows in the New Year.

Our friendship didn’t start out too well, though. Rory is the proud son of a legendary political figure in Canada—Rory’s father, Cameron Millikin, was originally from Ireland but once he immigrated to Canada it became part of his life’s work to toil tirelessly for peace (he often played intermediary between the warring factions in Northern Ireland, and back home Cameron was also a close adviser to multiple Canadian prime ministers). Rory inherited his father’s height (his dad was six foot seven), his charisma and powers of persuasion, and his almost perfect inability to recognize people. Daddy Millikin was infamous for not knowing who Julia Roberts and Denzel Washington were when he bumped into them in a hotel in London (he reportedly told them both that they should consider having a backup plan because acting is a tough gig), and he once even turned away Ronnie Wood of the Rolling Stones from his front door, assuming he was a homeless guy begging for a handout (he was actually friends with Rory’s brother).

So, true to the Millikin bloodline, the day I met Rory, he had no idea who I was, either. I had my head buried in my phone one evening at my house in Los Angeles when Rory had arrived with a mutual friend. He immediately started into gushing about a movie he’d just seen, Arrival. Turns out Rory loves science fiction and alien movies, but crucially he’d never seen an Avengers movie, or anything else I’d been in.

But it was nice to hear that this very tall stranger liked Arrival, so looking up briefly I said, “That movie was a lot of work…”

Rory looked quizzically at me.

“Well, not really,” he said. “You just go online, get a ticket, and head to your nearest cinema…”

What now?

“No, no,” I said. “I mean it took about six months.”

“Wow, I’m from Canada, and I know that things are slower there,” Rory said, “but even I just went to the movie theater one afternoon. The place was pretty full, but there were still seats available.”

Bemused by the non sequitur about Canada, and realizing I’d only been half engaging at this point, now I properly looked up from my phone and squinted at this guy. Who is this towering idiot in my house?

“No,” I said, trying again. “I was part of the movie.”

“Oh,” Rory said, “were you a lighting guy or something?”

I didn’t like to point out that we were sitting in a big house in a secluded part of the Hollywood Hills… but clearly the penny wasn’t dropping.

“I was one of the costars of the movie,” I said, reluctantly. No actor even wants to have to say those words.

“Don’t bullshit a bullshit artist,” Rory said, as he reached over to remove my glasses and baseball cap to get a better look at me. (No, he really did that.) And then he was inches away from my face, peering at me like a crime victim trying to memorize every inch of their assailant for a subsequent police lineup.

“No, you were not,” Rory said, definitively. “I just saw the movie. Definitely not you!”

Then he tried to put my glasses back on my face but managed only to poke me in the eye with one of the stems.

I really didn’t know what else to say. Plus, now my eye was watering.

“I was the physicist,” I said, trying to remain calm. “You know, the guy in the scene when the heptapod thing comes up to the wall?”

This seemed to ring a bell for Rory, but still he seemed dubious. And then I did something I never usually do.

“Give me your phone,” I said. Rory handed me his iPhone and I went straight to his contacts and added my name and number.

“Text me,” I said. “You’ll find it under ‘Jeremy Renner.’ And tomorrow morning, once you’ve texted me, I’ll either invite you back here to grill and hang out, or I will have already changed my mind, and I will block you and delete your number forever.”

Honestly at that point it could have gone either way. This giant of a man had just told me I wasn’t in a movie I knew I was in because I’d been in it, and, in arguing the point, had also managed to almost poke my eye out with my own reading glasses. Also, did I mention he kept mentioning he was Canadian?

To this day I’m not sure why, but the next morning I texted Rory and he came back to my house that day to hang out.

We’ve been pretty much inseparable ever since, so it was natural that New Year’s Eve that he’d ride shotgun with me in my Ford Raptor to the Walmart in nearby Reno to pick up some wood and other supplies, and those crucial pizzas. But the weather was deteriorating even then, and though we got down the mountain just about okay, we almost didn’t make it back. We were only gone for an hour, but by the time we neared home, with a sinking heart we saw that the mountain was now closed. On Mount Rose Highway, just a mile or two from my house, I found a roadblock in place, flashing blue lights, the whole nine.

An NDOT guy ambled over to my truck as I wound down my window.

“I’m heading up to my house—”

He interrupted me.

“We can’t let you. The police chief said to close the highway,” he said, and then turned to walk away.

“Come on, man, you’re kidding,” I said, “it’s fucking New Year’s Eve.”

The NDOT guy stopped, then turned back. This could go either way, especially as I’d dropped the f-bomb in my F-150.

“No can do,” he said, evenly.

“Dude,” I said, “I went down five minutes to get some food. You can’t not let me up to my house. I have twenty-five people up there with no power, including a bunch of kids, and they’re hungry.”

“Highway’s closed,” he said, a bit more sternly. “We’re just doing what we’re told. I’m not losing my job over this.”

“I get it, man, I truly do, but I drive this shit all the time, dude… you know I live up there…” But before I could plead anymore, he was already halfway back to the warmth of his truck.

I didn’t take this well; there were a bunch of little kids, and their adults, who needed me. I was getting up there one way or the other.

Family is everything to me; maybe I didn’t know that day quite how much (though the universe was about to send me a lesson on that one). I wasn’t about to let a closed mountain stop my getting back to them.

Rory was fine, by the way—he was already working his way through one of the pizzas.

“Thank fucking God we got pizza,” he said, laughing.

“We’re blocked from going back up the hill,” I said, “there are twenty-five people hungry and without power, and we could be here at this roadblock for days, but at least you’ve decided to not go hungry.”

And with that, I pulled out a piece of pizza, too. Then, I set about calling everybody I knew in Reno; I couldn’t just sit there forever eating pizza. I started with my friend Jesse, a former firefighter, who just happened to be hanging with the local chief of police that night. Jesse told me the only way I was getting back to my house was if I agreed to be escorted up the mountain; it took an hour for the escort to arrive, and let’s just say I wasn’t in the best mood by that point, though I’d managed to stop Rory from eating all the food. But in fairness, the escort was great; knowing the roads like I did, in the end I basically escorted him up, even urging him to leave me at the foot of my driveway given that it was still a half mile to my house. He wouldn’t take no for an answer, and though he was a really solid driver, in the end the weather was so bad I had to haul him out of a snowbank so he could head back down the hill.

All good; we had made it home, and there was even some pizza left—we had everything we needed to celebrate the coming New Year together. Everything was picture perfect; the snow was creeping up the windowpanes; the fairy lights strung across the pool table etched an eerie glow across all of our excited faces; at midnight, we managed to get enough service to watch the ball drop on a cell phone, though it was about 3:03 by the time we finally got the picture clear enough to see (we were three hours behind New York, of course). There was Times Square from three hours earlier, crazy with crowds and kissing, and there we were, three thousand miles to the west, one great happy family snowed in amid the silence of a mountain hideaway.

As the clock struck midnight, or whatever time it actually was, as yet more snow fell, we toasted our good fortune, another year successfully navigated. I was blessed to be with my family first and foremost, but beyond that, I was lucky enough to be able to make films, movies that brought me the blessed chance to own a magical property in the mountains above Lake Tahoe (even if dolts like Millikin didn’t recognize me), the chance to tell stories that mattered, that meant something to so many people. But at heart, in the deepest places of me, I was just Jeremy, one part of the Renner family, a family that loved each other and cared for each other and more than anything just wanted to spend time together whenever we could.

The year 2023 was going to be a great one. There were more movies to make, more TV shows to film, the Rennervations series on Disney+, more old ambulances and fire trucks to buy to repurpose for people. I was sometimes too busy to do the things I really wanted to do, which mainly revolved around spending time with Ava. My work could take me away from her all too much, and it could make me frustrated and dissatisfied with life. I missed her first birthday because I’d been filming Mission: Impossible—Ghost Protocol in London. I’d been miserable over there—all I wanted to do was to see her, to be around her. And after that I told myself that from then on I would make different decisions: I was now loath to ever work out of the country because it was imperative for me that she got to see my face every night before she went to bed and every morning when she awoke.

But any thoughts of a storm in my career, like the storm outside, would surely pass; New Year morning’s forecast was for sun-dazzled, sharp skies, a picture postcard of a perfect winter scene, 7,300 feet up in the Tahoe air. Yes, the storm was passing, if only briefly, but I already knew that when the sun hit the snow-heavy pines at dawn, the landscape would transform from magical to unforgettable. Yes, we were snowed in and playing pool by fairy lights, but none of it mattered. True, the buildings farther up the property, where the heavy-duty snow blowers were housed, were fully snowed in, but we’d need something more heavy-duty to shift five feet of snow in any case.

Fortunately, I own a snowcat.

Snowcats (the name is a mix of “snow” and “cat,” for “caterpillar”) are industrial snow removers, invaluable in ski resorts (my model is a 1988 PistenBully, #901, the brand name a pun on the word “piste”). These things are so powerful, tanklike, yet they basically float over the snow. The machine’s central, bright-orange cab sits up above two sets of galvanized steel tracks that extend outward a couple of feet beyond the body of the vehicle, driven as they are by six heavy wheels on each side. In front, a massive metal shovel lies the entire width of the machine, big enough to deal with the depths of snow that falls on mountains. In fact, the snowcat is so big that when you’re in the cab, it’s hard to see what’s in front of you—you’re up so high that you could easily run over a car in a drift before you even knew it was there.

I’d owned the PistenBully for a few years—in fact, it conveyed with the house when I bought it. After all these winters of plowing the house out all the way to the road, I could maneuver the snowcat like a pro, though it’s not a particularly complicated machine in the first place. Basically, you start it up, press the accelerator, and then, to stop it, you stop pressing the gas before engaging the main hand brake—and to stop the engine, cunningly enough you hit the button that reads STOP. Without the snowcat, there could be no way I’d be able to live at the top of a half-mile driveway at 7,300 feet when it’s covered in nearly 150 inches of powder. I would usually rev up the PistenBully each day to keep up with the snowfall, clearing two or three feet at a time, but this storm had been so fast and so intense, there was no way to make a dent in the drifts until the storm relented.

But the real snow removal could wait for the morning. Now, everyone was heading out into the driveway to have a huge snowball fight. Kayla later said she hadn’t played like that since she’d been a little kid. “It was a celebration of life,” she told me later, “playful, easy. It’s almost like you had set the tone by being so open and loving.” I watched them all out there, hurling snow at each other, tackling each other down into the powder. I wish my mom had been there—she and Kym had been on the outs for almost six months, which was the longest anyone in our family had ever gone without talking. I hoped the new year would bring a resolution to the argument; I was sure it would. It was a rarity for this kind of thing to happen in the Renner family, and we usually always found a way to fix whatever ailed us.

There is so much love in our family. We’d clear away the pain like so much snow, I was sure of it.

My pal Dave Kelsey and I, along with Rory and Alex, would wake up early in the morning and start a real cleanup of the snow. And then, if the nearby ski mountain was open—and doing our best to ignore the cognitive dissonance that even though we figured nobody would make it up the mountain the next day, they’d still open up the mountain just for us—we’d load up the kids and snowboards and skis and head up the half mile to the highway and the nearby slopes, and on into a new year filled with hope, excitement, and even more gratitude.

Everything was as close to perfect as you could get. It was such a special night at the end of a special few days. I was with the people I love the most, we had made it to Camp Renner, we were together, and tomorrow? Maybe we could get out finally, get down some ski runs, whooping at the promise of another year to cherish.

We were safe, cocooned, happy; this was the typical Renner New Year. And if the weather got gnarly again, and we really wanted to escape, we always had the snowcat.
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