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No time left for you,


On my way to better things.


No time left for you,


I’ll find myself some wings.


No time left for you,


Distant roads are calling me.


—The Guess Who, “No Time”









PROLOGUE
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The concept of the space-time continuum was first introduced by Albert Einstein in his theory of general relativity, which revolutionized our understanding of gravity and the nature of the universe. It refers to the four-dimensional mathematical model that combines the three dimensions of space and one dimension of time. In Einstein’s theory, space and time are not absolute and unchanging, but instead are affected by the presence of matter and energy, and this in turn affects the behavior of objects within it.


You got that? Good. I have no idea what the hell any of it means. Everywhere I go, someone expects to engage me in a cogent conversation about the space-time continuum, so let’s just get this out of the way right now. Yes, this principle ruled my life during a stretch of 1985, but I require a computer robot to properly define it (and I still don’t understand). Where is Doc when I need him?


Einstein also proclaimed, “The only reason for time is so that everything doesn’t happen at once.” If that’s the case, then time definitely went rogue in the late winter and early spring of 1985, and took me with it. During three long months, I was Alex, I was Marty, and I was Mike. That’s two too many. In order to complete my work, at least one of them had to go, and Mike was the odd man out.


This is the story of what happened during that fateful period, when I completed the third season of Family Ties while also filming Back to the Future. I was Alex P. Keaton during the day, and Marty McFly at night. The twenty-hour workdays left little time to be me, Mike Fox. It has taken me four decades to piece it all together.


Making Back to the Future was a race against time. From start to finish, everyone involved was pitted against the clock, which is ironic in a movie about time travel. But at twenty-three years old, my vistas were endless. The time of day was something that girls never used to give me (fortunately, times were a-changin’). This became my moment to shine, in a movie that remains timeless.


Future Boy is the story of an extraordinary period in my life when I was making a magical movie, more magical than if it had been sprinkled with stardust. As you’ll see, it’s a miracle that it came together at all. And here we are, forty years later, still talking about it.


This is for all the people who love Back to the Future as much as I do.
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MOM TRIES TO GET BETWEEN ME AND MY CALVINS ( . . . YIKES!)
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Bedroom eyes: an expression we’ve all heard many times without fully understanding what it means. The eyes that regarded me now were dreamy, sexy, curious, inviting. Yes, Lea Thompson had one goddamn mesmerizing set of bedroom eyes. In this dimly lit boudoir, I felt as though they were reaching for me. Her hands were reaching for me, seeking and finding purchase. Her voice, a papery whisper, offered its own seductive musicality.


How did we get here? Well, Marty got hit by a car and woke up in this bedroom, tended by a girl who seemed eerily familiar. The situation was awkward (at least, that’s the way it was scripted). But the magic transcended the page. It felt right. Lea and I had what is referred to in acting parlance as chemistry.


There was no way of knowing that we’d fall into this organic, undeniable connection. In fact, Lea later admitted that she did not expect much from me. I had stumbled into her movie, mid-production, replacing a lead actor with whom she had a shared history, both professional and personal. The way she saw it, her former costar had been suddenly and inexplicably dismissed after weeks of filming, only to be replaced by a sitcom refugee. But the eyes didn’t lie. Something special was happening. This was good stuff.


As the work unfolded, it didn’t seem much like work at all. The script was so well written that the lines just flowed:




INT. DARKENED BEDROOM — NIGHT


MARTY is lying in bed, lit by ambient light from a doorway. FEMALE HANDS place a cold compress on the bruise on his forehead. Marty groans and stirs.


MARTY


Mom? Is that you?


WOMAN


There, there now. Just relax.


It sounds like his mother. He opens his eyes. All he can see is her silhouette.


WOMAN


You’ve been asleep for almost nine hours now.


MARTY


I had a horrible nightmare. I dreamed I went back in time. It was terrible.


WOMAN


Well, you’re safe and sound, back where you belong, in good old 1955.


MARTY


1955?


She turns on the bedside lamp. It’s the same girl George was spying on, and Marty recognizes her just as we do . . .


MARTY


Oh my God. You’re—you’re my—my—


LORRAINE


My name’s Lorraine. Lorraine Baines.


Marty stares at her for a long moment.


MARTY


But—but you’re so thin!


LORRAINE


Just relax, Calvin. You got quite a bruise on your head.


MARTY


(looks under the blankets)


Uh . . . where are my pants?


LORRAINE


(points)


Over there on the chair.


(notices the color of his underwear)


I’ve never seen purple underpants before, Calvin.


Marty covers himself up.


MARTY


Calvin? Why do you keep calling me Calvin?


LORRAINE


Well, isn’t that your name—Calvin Klein? It’s written in your underwear.


(suddenly realizing)


Oh—I guess people call you Cal.


MARTY


No, well, actually people call me Marty.


LORRAINE


Well, I’m pleased to meet you, Marty.


She comes over and sits on the bed right next to him. She’s very interested in him.


LORRAINE


Mind if I sit here?


MARTY


(gulps, nervous)


Uh . . . no . . .


Marty moves as far away as he can without falling off the bed. He holds the blanket tight around his waist. She looks at him, fascinated.


LORRAINE


That is a big bruise you have there . . .


She gently strokes his bruised forehead . . . and then runs her hand through his hair. Marty moves even further—and falls off the bed! He covers himself with the blankets.


STELLA (O.S.)


Lorraine? Are you up there?


We hear FOOTSTEPS coming up the stairs.


LORRAINE


(to Marty)


It’s my mother! Quick, put your pants back on!


She throws him his pants.





Lea Thompson and I met for the first time ten minutes before we filmed this scene. Lea accurately describes herself as “cranky” during our initial hellos. She and Eric Stoltz, the actor originally cast as Marty, had costarred in a previous film, The Wild Life, and they had formed a friendship. She felt loyal to him, protective of his place in the movie, and bitter about how he had been let go after six weeks of filming Back to the Future. I was the recipient of those feelings. Lea went from missing Eric to having to adjust to a whole new approach to the lead role, which also changed Lorraine’s dynamic with Marty.


As for me, I was in survival mode. I’d been on the job for only a handful of days, and I didn’t have the luxury of considering other people’s perspectives. I had my own perspective to worry about. There was also the potential that I could melt down from sheer exhaustion, or from over-adrenalized anxiety. I just needed to get through each production day (or night—the two became increasingly conflated).


I had been thrown into this movie with no preparation. Operating mostly on instinct, I chose a tack and committed to it, following a philosophy promoted by drug and alcohol recovery programs: Act as if. If you don’t fully understand how to reach your goal or how to achieve the ends you strive for (sobriety, clarity, honesty), just “act as if” you do. When you fully believe in it, you can see the opportunity for a breakthrough. But if you’re afraid to open that door, it won’t become manifest. That’s the creative chemistry of acting and why I love working with other actors. Anything is possible.


After the first few takes, I felt comfortable enough to risk a few suggestions, which our director, Robert Zemeckis—cautiously at first, and then enthusiastically—welcomed. It occurred to me that Lorraine could get another laugh in this scene by revising a line of her dialogue. I ran the joke by Bob before sharing it with my leading lady. As Marty nervously realizes that he’s clothed only in his Calvin Klein underwear, he asks Lorraine, “Where are my pants?” Instead of the scripted reply, “On the chair,” we tried my line on the next take. Lea delivered it perfectly: “Over there . . . on my hope chest.”


This was the kind of random ad-lib that I tossed out every day during rehearsals of Family Ties. Doing a sitcom is like comedy bootcamp, or Komedy Kollege as we called it (with two Ks, because words with hard consonants are just plain funnier). But I was the new guy here, and I wasn’t sure how my unsolicited contributions would be received. The Back to the Future crew managed to stifle their reactions until Bob’s “Cut!”—and then they surprised me with a round of genuinely delighted laughter. Lea flashed a smile at me, followed by a shy wink. I answered her with one of my own.


I knew we were humming.


So far, so surreal.


I stared into those bedroom eyes and thought, This girl is really good. I hoped she was looking into my eyes and thinking, This sitcom guy isn’t so bad, after all. Lea and I were falling into the scene. Well, I was falling in the scene, and in spite of her initial reaction, Lea was falling in like with me. Either way, there was a lot of falling.


Our first scene ended after Lorraine’s mother called her from downstairs. Lorraine panicked and forcefully sidearmed Marty’s clothes into his midsection. “Quick, put your pants back on!” As scripted, I collected the pants and tumbled off the side of the bed, disappearing from view. Not scripted: I added an impromptu “button” to the scene (sitcom parlance for the final laugh). I hopped up from the floor, one leg already in my trousers, and while attempting to thread in the other foot, I executed a no-defenses pratfall, my body toppling like a tree. I landed off camera with a thud, a comic coup de grâce.


Again, the crew waited for the cut until they laughed. Bob could hardly suppress his own giggle. “Okay, let’s do that again,” he said. “But for gawd’s sake, get the man a cushion this time.”


I was used to these comedic rhythms. When it came to the potential for humor, my body was not my temple—it was a resource to be ransacked and pillaged. Lea took notice. She recalls, “The way you tripped on your pants and fell off the bed; the way you cracked your voice; the physical precision that you had. I immediately saw this incredible skill that was super impressive to me.” I felt the same about Lea’s chops. I found her smart and demure, and I sensed we were developing a rapport, notwithstanding how we both got there. Much more important was where we were going. After that, we bonded pretty quickly. “We clicked,” Lea agrees.


2:30 a.m. The production day/night wrapped at last and a teamster folded me into the backseat of the transport vehicle for the ride home. As I drifted off to sleep, a Herman’s Hermits song popped into my head. It was an oldie, where I come from: Something tells me I’m into something good . . .
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MOONLIGHTING
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One month earlier . . .



A day or two before our Christmas break, the phone rang in my dressing room at Paramount, where I was busy filming the third season of Family Ties. “Hey, Mike. It’s Gary.” There was only one Gary in my life—Gary David Goldberg, creator and executive producer of Family Ties. “Can you come over to my office after rehearsal today?” Gary had been spending most of his time at an adjunct office in Burbank, writing and producing Sara, a new series for NBC with a young Geena Davis in the title role, joined by costars Alfre Woodard, Bill Maher, and Bronson Pinchot. Geena had played a nanny in an episode of Family Ties a few months earlier, and we all thought she was brilliant and hilarious.


Going into the meeting at Gary’s office, I felt a sense of dread. Had I done something wrong? Was I about to get fired from the best job I’d ever had? When I arrived, Gary remained seated behind his oversize desk. I took the small chair across from him. The situation was oddly formal for us, and a little disconcerting. I looked around his new HQ: Shelves were stacked with scripts and production material that didn’t belong to Family Ties, walls festooned with large posters advertising Sara. The production designer poked his head in to ask Gary for approval on the set for that week’s episode. It all seemed very strange, like being in an apartment where your dad is having an affair.


Gary took a deep inhale and then revealed the purpose of our meeting. He told me the story of what happened, how the lead role in a big-budget Steven Spielberg movie was intended for me during its initial casting, four months ago. Gary and Steven had been friends for years, so the casting conversation was handled between them, without me or my agent involved. Gary apologized to Steven and the other producers, but said it was impossible to consider me for the part, citing my commitment to Family Ties. He was more reliant on me than ever, due to an extenuating circumstance with our cast.


Near the end of the previous season of Family Ties, Meredith Baxter had announced that she was pregnant with twins. Our writers decided to work the pregnancy into the Keaton family storyline; thus, Season 3 began production in July with an episode about Elyse and Steven expecting a new baby. Within a few months, Meredith’s doctor suddenly prescribed mandatory bed rest, which forced Family Ties into an unscheduled shutdown.


My agent, Bob Gersh, seized the moment and sent me the script for a quick, low-budget movie called Teen Wolf. They were ready to start filming, and the five-week shoot could easily slide into the production hiatus at Family Ties. This would be my first leading role in a movie, albeit a hackneyed one that required me to wear twenty-five pounds of yak hair. Still, I signed on. Looking back, I’m not sure why I accepted that role. Maybe because the wolf thing had worked for Michael Landon in I Was a Teenage Werewolf? Or did I take it impulsively because I thought I wouldn’t have another shot at the lead in a movie? If only I had known then that, around the same time, Robert Zemeckis, Bob Gale, and Steven Spielberg were casting Back to the Future—a film that had been intended for me all along.


To be fair, when Gary was initially approached about the possibility of my playing Marty McFly, he was feeling pinched by Meredith’s unexpected expectancy. With the decree that Meredith must miss half a dozen episodes, my role in Family Ties would need to carry more weight than usual once production resumed. Gary saw me as indispensable to the show. He knew it would break my heart to pass up this opportunity, so he had declined on my behalf and never told me about it. While I appreciated the situation, I couldn’t help but ponder the irony. He would not allow me to moonlight on Back to the Future, but here I was, meeting with him at his second job.


My head was spinning as I tried to digest this news. All my actor friends talked about what they would do if ever they got a Spielberg movie. Like every film fan on the planet, I was bowled over by Raiders of the Lost Ark, which I saw on location in Toronto while shooting a teen exploitation movie called Class of 1984. I thought, Wow, to be part of that world would be so cool. But I was sure it was never going to happen for me.


The real bombshell came next—Gary revealed that Spielberg and Bob Zemeckis, the movie’s talented young director, had hired Eric Stoltz as their lead after Gary removed me from consideration. They had already shot for over a month. Unfortunately, the dailies were disappointing. Eric was an immensely talented actor, but the creative team felt that he just wasn’t the right fit for Marty McFly. Spielberg and Zemeckis hoped they could convince Universal to make a change and reshoot Eric’s scenes, but only if they could successfully lock me in for the part this time around.


Steven had come back to Gary and begged him to share me, promising a compromise: I would be able to fulfill my responsibility to Family Ties during the day, and they would shoot my Back to the Future scenes at night. At this point we had only nine Family Ties episodes remaining in NBC’s twenty-six-episode order for the season, so Gary relented. Already familiar with the script, he knew I was perfect for Marty McFly. He wasn’t going to disappoint them—and me—twice.


Gary told me that he would agree to let me do the movie, as long as I thought I could handle both roles without missing one minute on his show. As I tried to register what was happening through waves of shock and disbelief (and, in truth, delight), Gary slid open the drawer of his Citizen Kane desk and handed me an envelope containing the Back to the Future script. I weighed it in my hand without peering inside. “I love it!” I declared, which threw Gary a bit. I committed to the co-work arrangement Gary had outlined, thanked him, and tucked the envelope under my arm. I hurried home to read the script, but whatever was typed on those pages didn’t matter. I was already in.
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FUTURE’S EVE
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I spent the final days of 1984 with my family in Vancouver while my agent negotiated my contract for Back to the Future. I tried to bank sleep during the holiday, instinctively aware that it would be a scarce commodity during the following months.


This was the calm before the storm; everything was about to change in the new year. In the meantime, I kept myself busy with a friend of my sister’s, a girl I sometimes dated in Canada. One night I confided in her: “I think I’ve finally made it.” I was in a successful TV show that I loved; I had just finished filming Teen Wolf; and I was about to take the lead in a genuine, big-budget Hollywood movie. After years of struggling as an actor, success seemed to have dropped into my lap all at once. What a whirlwind.


Gary Goldberg enjoyed the reputation of a wunderkind who’d made it in his early thirties. I felt confident that my wunderkind moment had now arrived as well. I was twenty-three, and my future was laid out in front of me. There was suddenly a doorway where there had once been a wall.
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