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About the Book

The entire world knows Michael J. Fox as Marty McFly from Back to the Future and through numerous other film and TV roles including The Good Wife and Curb Your Enthusiasm. Diagnosed with Parkinson’s in 1991 at just twenty-nine, on top of his prolific acting career, Michael is equally engaged in advocacy work, raising global awareness about the disease and helping find a cure through The Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s Research.

In his new memoir No Time Like the Future: An Optimist Considers Mortality, Michael shares personal stories and observations about illness and health, ageing, the strength of family and friends, and how our perceptions about time affect the way we approach mortality. Thoughtful and moving, but with Fox’s trademark sense of humour, his book provides a vehicle for reflection about our lives, our loves, and our losses.

Running through the narrative is the drama of the medical madness Fox recently experienced, which includes not only his daily negotiations with Parkinson’s disease, but a spinal cord issue that necessitated immediate surgery. His challenge to learn how to walk again, only to suffer a devastating fall, nearly caused him to ditch his trademark optimism and ‘get out of the lemonade business altogether.’

Does he make it all the way back? Read on. . .




For

Stephen, Gary,

Nanci, and Bob.

Gratitude.




“Ever since Michael J. Fox went public with his diagnosis in 1998, his life has looked, from afar anyway, almost charmed. The foundation he started has raised a staggering $800 million to combat Parkinson’s disease. He’s written three best-selling memoirs and even continued to act, in substantive roles. His family life, with his wife of three decades, Tracy Pollan, is by all accounts a dream. His was a remarkably positive second act.”

— David Marchese, The New York Times Magazine, March 1, 2019

“The world eventually sends out a mean-ass Patrol Boy to slow your progress and show you who’s boss.”

— Stephen King, The Dark Tower: The Gunslinger




Introduction
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FALL GUY
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August 13, 2018, 6:30 a.m.

I’m going down. It’s a flash fall. Vertical to horizontal in a blink. I twist my head to save my face from collision with the kitchen tile. What the hell just happened? I rise up on my right elbow, expecting to shift my weight to the left and push up onto my feet. Surprise: I can’t feel my left arm. As my shock subsides, it’s clear that I need help. Slithering forward on my belly toward the wall-mounted phone, I am a one-armed commando crawling under the table, across the floor, and through a thicket of chair legs, dragging a sandbag of a left arm that remains unresponsive and unavailable.

After thirty years of Parkinson’s, I have established a sort of détente with the disease. We’ve had a history together. I’ve long realized that control is out of the question; instead, I’ve settled for an understanding that requires adaptability and resilience. PD is like the persistent and cutting jab of a boxer, manageable if I’m willing to do a little feinting and weaving. But then came the check hook; the blow that put me on my knees for a while. Unrelated to PD, a tumor had been found high on my spinal cord. The mass was benign, but constricting, and well on its way to leaving me paralyzed. Menacing all on its own, the defect necessitated high-risk surgery, which was completed just four months prior to this moment on the kitchen floor. Through the crucible of recovery and rehabilitation, I have gone from wheelchair to walker to cane to, at last, walking. And then this happened.

The day before the accident, I flew back to Manhattan from Martha’s Vineyard, in the middle of our summer vacation. Tracy was concerned about me staying in New York by myself. I was still what we would both describe as “a little wobbly on my feet.” But I’d been asked to do a one-day cameo on a Spike Lee‒produced movie, up in the Bronx, and it offered a brief window of independence. “I’ll be back in two days,” I promised. “Save me a lobster.”

Schuyler, one of our twenty-five-year-old twin daughters, also needed to head back to the city for work, so we traveled home together. She lingered with me for dinner, take-out pasta at the kitchen table. Polishing off the last forkful, she had a question.

“How do you feel about going back to work?”

“I don’t know, I guess I feel normal again.”

“But are you nervous, Dood?” All of my kids call me that. Not Dude, Dood.

I flashed a confident smile. “Hey, it’s my job. It’s what I do.”

Sky offered to stay over in her old room, in case I needed her to fix breakfast in the morning or to help me get organized before leaving for the set. “Skeeter, I love you. I’ve done this a million times. You go back to your apartment, get some rest. I’ll be fine.”

“Okay,” she said, “but promise me you won’t . . .”

I finished her sentence “. . . walk with my cell phone.”

She smiled. It was a gentle reprimand, and deserved. I am an expert at walking and chewing gum at the same time, but the consensus is that I’m incapable of doing it safely with a phone in my hand. It wreaks havoc with my coordination.

“You got it.”

I hugged her good night and watched the elevator doors close. For the first time in months, I was alone.

Whatever it was that brought me down, it brought me down hard and in a hurry. I have fallen and—like that pitiable older woman splayed at the foot of the staircase, next to an upended laundry basket—I can’t get up. I have a theory about pain: If an injury hurts immediately, I know for sure it’s benign; but pain that intensifies after a few minutes is reporting real damage.

And now, here comes the pain.

A tiny transfer of weight to my left summons two revelations. One, a sleeve of hurt rockets down my useless arm; and two, I realize that my cell phone is in my pocket. I slipped it into the back of my sweatpants before I came into the kitchen. (Note to Schuyler: It wasn’t in my hand). My first instinct is to call Tracy, but she is five hours away on Martha’s Vineyard, and I don’t want to freak her out. Instead, I call my assistant, Nina, who jumps in a taxi and is on her way within minutes.

Oddly, I think of Jimmy Cagney, of all people. He once sent me a note on the first day of a new movie. Be on time, know your lines, and don’t bump into the furniture. This morning, I was on schedule and I knew my two pages of dialogue, but the third point was a colossal fail.

While I wait for Nina, I slump on the kitchen floor, pissed off, my misery multiplying exponentially. I try to make sense out of this shit-show, but none of my all-purpose bromides and affirmations serve the moment. There is no spinning this. It’s just pain and regret. There is no finding the positive and moving on to the next circumstance life has to offer. I feel something beyond frustration and anger, something akin to shame: embarrassment. Every day since the spinal cord surgery in April, everyone—doctors, family members, and friends—have repeated this message to me over and over. You have one job: Don’t fall. Yet here I am.

This incident on the kitchen floor brings me down in more ways than one. It isn’t that I am hurt; I’ve been hurt many times. I’ve been through a lot, suffered the slings and arrows. But for some reason, this just feels personal.

Make lemons into lemonade? Screw it—I’m out of the lemonade business.
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FAMILY MAN
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Sam is the only one of our children born before my Parkinson’s diagnosis. I’m sure he has no memories in that context; he probably wasn’t even aware. I did the basic dad stuff: caught frogs at the pond; tagged along to the Mommy & Me music classes, with the Orff instruments and the super-serious nannies; and tried to interest him in team sports, which was a no-go (too much arguing). I showed Sam how to tie his shoes, using the rabbit method: one ear goes up, the other lace lassoes that ear, slips under the loop, and becomes the second ear. I taught him how to ride a bike, gently pushing from behind as he found the confidence to press the pedals and gather speed. Now, on occasion, Sam pushes me—in a wheelchair. On my end, no pedaling is required. When I rise carefully from the chair, my son often checks my laces before I take a step, and he’s quick to tie them for me, if needed.

The only problem for my firstborn was a matter of timing. More consequential to his life than my still-developing Parkinson’s disease was another timeline—Sam was born three years before I gave up drinking, a sobriety that I still maintain. Too much of our father/child pre-K quality time was “Miller Time.” He tells me that his earliest memories include going to the fridge to get me beers. I can’t recall my drinking ever putting Sam or Tracy in jeopardy, but alcohol was an evolving problem.

I had been adamant that we have a child early in our marriage, very much fixated on the archetypal husband/father. Any space put between these two was too big of a space; to be a husband and not a father didn’t make sense to me. I’m sure Tracy conveyed reluctance or hesitation, but I failed to read her true feelings and to understand how severely maternity would disrupt her ascending career.

There were repercussions to these first few faulty steps; we found ourselves on infirm ground. I was engaged as a dad and I loved my son, but in some ways, I was only going through the motions of being a dad. For as sanguine an adult as Sam is now, his early childhood was fraught with challenges. He was colicky and unusually glum for a child that young. I was of little help. Plus, I was drinking, and with news of my Parkinson’s diagnosis, inner turmoil met outer tremulousness. Something had to give.

So logically, my suggestion to Tracy was that we have another child. She shook her head, incredulous. “Are you joking?” Her resistance had little to do with any theretofore-unproven concerns about hereditary Parkinson’s disease, or my ability to function as a potentially disabled parent. Instead, it had everything to do with my drinking and my state of mind, which at that point was in survival mode. I was often traveling for work, but my isolation on the road was no more profound than my growing sense of isolation at home. I felt marginalized in a way, not understanding that I was the instrument of that detachment. I was moody, confused about the status of our marriage, the direction of my career, and—given my recent diagnosis—the future existence of a career at all.

Finally, after one particularly nasty night of drinking, I awoke to find Tracy standing over me as I slept on the couch, a spilled beer on the carpet next to my draping arm. She took in the scene and simply asked me, “Is this what you want?” It wasn’t anger in her voice that caused me right then and there to change my life forever. It was boredom. She scared the hell out of me. Tracy was so over this whole floor show.

I committed to regularly attending a 12-step program, and I enlisted Joyce, a gifted Jungian analyst, who helped me put out the fires, as she would do many more times throughout the years. Gradually, I learned to accept and understand my new illness. I could put down a drink, but Parkinson’s would be with me for the rest of my life. The knowledge, tools, and counseling that the program provided also served to illuminate a path forward with my disease. I worked hard on not just becoming my old self again, but a newer, better version.

Six years after our wedding, four years after I learned that I had PD, three years after I got sober, I found that I had developed a strengthened union with my extraordinarily patient, loving wife. And in that year, 1994, Tracy became pregnant with twins, an extra baby to make up for lost time (or maybe a wink from God). People felt strangely comfortable asking if we were concerned about bearing more children while dealing with the open-ended escalation of a major neurological disorder, and the fear that the babies could inherit the disease. The question could be construed as inappropriate, but the answer was: We weren’t concerned, nor should they be.

Doubling Down on Doubling Up

The twins were not playing nicely in utero. Tracy’s labor was induced a month earlier than her due date because of a complication with the pregnancy. Twin-to-twin transfusion meant that one of the babies was dominating the food and blood supply, hogging the placenta, and gaining weight, while the other was gradually growing weaker. So we picked a date (thereby throwing the whole astrology thing into doubt). They were induced; and sure enough, Baby #1 debuted, pale and wan, weighing about four pounds, followed eight minutes later by Baby #2, closer to six pounds, fat and red as a tomato—and I swear, she was smiling. To this day (at twenty-five years of age), Baby #1, Aquinnah, beautiful, funny, and smart, not greedy or selfish, nevertheless is aware of what she needs and how to protect it. Of the two, she is the more independent and resolute. Baby #2, Schuyler, also beautiful—they are twins—is bright, generous, and always willing to share. At times, she is more concerned for others than for herself. I suspect she feels a modicum of guilt for being such a shitty womb-mate. Aquinnah has forgiven her sister for trying to kill her. We don’t get involved. It’s between the sisters.

However Parkinson’s disease affected me during the early lives of Sam, Aquinnah, and Schuyler, they absorbed it as normal. And something good was happening in our family, because when it came to the decision to have yet another child, a fourth, we had no hesitation.

Tracy and I recall our conversation. The girls’ fifth birthday party had wrapped up, and the guests had left. Exhausted, Tracy and I wallowed in the aftermath. Sipping a glass of wine while I nursed a Diet Coke, Tracy squinted at me and asked, “You know what I’m thinking?”

“If I knew what you were thinking, my life would be so much easier,” I truthfully replied.

She laughed. “I just have this feeling like someone’s not here yet.”

I gestured around the room. “Well . . . the party’s over. We’re out of goodie bags.”

Tracy clarified, sort of. “Our apartment isn’t as noisy as it wants to be.”

We did the math, and it all added up to Esmé.

For Esmé, Parkinson’s has not only been a constant in her inner-family life, but she has been alive through the emergence and growth of The Michael J. Fox Foundation as a force in medical research. She sees my public persona as that of a civil activist, and a very available parent in semiretirement.

We couldn’t have commissioned a more ideal child to be the last at home during the college diaspora years. One advantage gained by living with Esmé’s spirit is that she has clearly, demonstrably, been here before. She reads and writes with a proficiency that reveals a nuanced understanding for a person her age. Still, she’ll come to us for advice. I don’t let on to her, but I am always humbled. She possesses an ease and facility with the strange and difficult, nothing throws her; no person, no place, no predicament, can discourage or distract her from her objective. We assumed Esmé would follow in her siblings’ bootsteps and attend the same summer camp they had. Our youngest child, at age eight, kept her own counsel. She ruled out the camp the older kids attended, owing to the fact that she has peanut allergies, and her independent research uncovered that the old camp was not nut-aware. Scouring the internet, she personally initiated contact with a number of goober-intolerant camps, and with one in particular: Walt Whitman in New Hampshire, her favorite. So that’s where she went. I bet she appreciates Walt Whitman, the poet and optimist, too. That’s Esmé.

Time Travelers

Tracy and I have a theory about all of our kids; they are time machines. With cruel velocity, the energy of their very lives tumbles us forward in time—birth, grade school, friends, celebrations, crises real and perceived, social media, high school, college—until we’re suddenly sitting in an empty house with rooms full of teddy bears; rock and roll posters; generations of game systems; clothes that you can’t throw away but that won’t be worn anymore; and girls’ shoes, once jealously fought over, now ready for discard. I wish away my time while I wait for my children to come and visit. Only my wife is wise enough to realize that this is time for us; to slow it down, find our rhythm.

Strangely, I can relate Parkinson’s to this; it’s another way the disease has been a gift (albeit a gift that keeps on taking). The deliberation with which I approach each day, each second, each movement, each intention—can literally slow me down to a crawl. All of those seconds, all of those minutes, are considered; I have a mini-conversation with myself about my every move.

I’m taking my time. Time isn’t taking me.

Empty Nest

Sam is more than thirty now. I don’t know when or how it happened, but he is a fully functioning adult.

My work pertaining to him is essentially done. Because the woman I fell in love with—his mother—has superior genes, I fulfilled the Darwinian goal of any father, and co-created a taller, smarter, funnier, better-looking version of myself.

I did not finish high school with my class of ’79 (GED class of ’93), so I didn’t know how to relate to my oldest child as he left for college. I had no experiences to share, no pithy advice about coeds; only cautionary tales from a few frat parties I crashed at UCLA during my early years as a starving actor in L.A. (Rule #1: Keep track of your beer cup.) It didn’t seem real; no matter how many times I visited campuses with Sam and read over admission forms, I was still shocked when he actually left. I was also kind of pissed.

Sam and I share a special bond. Not just the stereotypical father/son stuff, and beyond the usual relationship that exists between a parent and their oldest child. Ours has always been a connection of shared interests and ideas: stomping through the woods in Vermont and Connecticut; our mutual love of rock music, from Frank Zappa to Led Zeppelin to Jay-Z; and the wide-ranging political conversations which have found him, surprisingly, even to the left of me.

Mostly, we share an appreciation of the absurd (I refer you back to politics and Frank Zappa).

Sam was my day-to-day guy, my buddy, my “ride or die” homie. And now he was gone. I knew it was just to college, but still, he was absent. We prepare our children to go off to school, and then they have the nerve to actually leave. They come home for a couple of days, get their laundry done, and spend more time with their friends from high school than they do with us. It’s torture, really. We’re proud, we’re worried, concerned that they won’t be able to get along without us—and then we’re shattered when they do. We’re left realizing that, as they begin to create their own future, we begin to face our own mortality.

As much as I love my wife and three daughters, after Sam headed to the West Coast, I was drowning in a sea of estrogen. I was feeling the need for a buddy that summer, when I read a notice on the bulletin board of the Chilmark General Store on Martha’s Vineyard.
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