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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. . .
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“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
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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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DOG YEARS
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The term “rescue dog” brings two images to mind. One is semi-comic—the clichéd St. Bernard with a brandy cask dangling from his neck, looking for Alpine day-trippers lost in snowdrifts. The other one reverses the roles—I’m thinking of those devastating images from ASPCA ads with Sarah McLachlan and Eric McCormack, and those incredible folks who actually rescue dogs from excruciating pain and neglect. I admire them for their heartbreakingly difficult work. Otherwise, the use of the word “rescue,” when applied to just doing something decent, like adopting a dog from a pound, or from a neighbor who is moving, strikes me as somewhat vainglorious. It just doesn’t rise to the level of heroism. A reminder: we get something out of it, too. We get a dog, a friend, a confidante, and for me, another thing to trip over.


Growing up as an army brat, I never had a dog. Not that military service prohibits dog ownership; it’s just that we moved around an awful lot, and to paraphrase an old axiom, “If the army wanted you to have a dog, they would’ve issued you one.” As a young adult living on my own, I resumed a peripatetic lifestyle, frequently traveling for television and movie work. I did, however, welcome a few dogs into my life. Two dogs in particular stand out: One I met recently, close to home; the other crossed my path years ago, halfway around the world in Southeast Asia.


For much of the first part of 1988, I was in Thailand filming Casualties of War, a grueling, often lonely experience, even in the chaos of a film production. Tracy and I were engaged to be married soon after my return to the States, and I missed her on a cellular level. One day in April, on location in a village called Phang Nga, on the island of Phuket, I observed a family gathered by the beach. A small black-and-white puppy of indeterminable pedigree, a short rope leash dangling from his scruffy neck, romped around them. The family kept shooing him away. I’m a sucker for underdogs, literal and figurative. I crouched down and called him over. He bounced toward me as if he’d known me most of his life—which, at that point, he practically had. My driver, Wanchai, attempted to convince me that the puppy was not a pet, but protein, destined for a soup pot. Wanchai was probably taking the piss out of me, but it was true that the family didn’t seem to be emotionally attached to the dog, at least in his current, non-entrée form. He wound up tagging along with me all day, and I decided that I wasn’t going to leave him behind. I offered the family the Thai baht equivalent to ten American dollars, and they accepted.


It soon became obvious that my new friend was a pestilent mess. On my next day off, I brought him to a veterinarian on the island. After de-worming, treating his mange, and riddling his body with a gamut of shots and vaccinations, the vet suggested I name him “Sanuk,” a Thai word on the order of “peace” or “shalom;” an expression of goodwill, spiritual and emotional. I liked it. Sanuk stayed with me all through the spring and summer, right up to the point that we finally wrapped our marathon production and departed Thailand for home.


Sadly, there was no way I could subject Sanuk to the prohibitive quarantine process involved in exporting an animal from Asia to the United States. Two other dogs were living at the Amanpuri Resort in Phuket, my base during filming. Both belonged to the hotel’s manager, and the hounds tolerated Sanuk as they would an exasperating kid brother. The little pup thrived there—why wouldn’t he? Swimming pool, palm shade trees, and scraps from the kitchen. I appealed to the manager, who generously promised to take in Sanuk. Back in the U.S., I married Tracy, and every now and then I’d think about the little black-and-white puppy. She would have loved him.


A few years later, a friend mentioned that he had just vacationed at the Amanpuri in Thailand.


“I met your dog,” he reported.


“You met my dog? A little black-and-white pup named Sanuk? Is he okay?”


“Yeah,” he said. “He looks happy. Only they don’t call him Sanuk. I guess they gave him a new name.”


“What is it?”


“Michael J. Fox.”


Gentle Giant


Gus was born in a shelter somewhere in the South. The litter of puppies was shuttled to another shelter in New England, where a very nice woman from Colorado adopted one of the males, and took him to her family’s summer home on Martha’s Vineyard. She soon discovered an allergy to dog hair. Through an oddly serendipitous series of events, I met Gus and brought him to my own home. Some may deem this a “rescue,” but I don’t. I didn’t rescue Gus. You can argue that he rescued me, but he’d be too modest to make that claim. Gus and I just found each other. Lucky Gus, lucky me.


The Chilmark Store on Martha’s Vineyard is a place to grab a slice of pizza or a cup of coffee, and settle on the porch. On any day in season, a cross-section of the hordes of summer people gather there to shop, snack, and chat, and maybe see one or two of the famous folks who spend time on the island. The person you’re reaching across to grab a straw at the condiment counter could be Jake Gyllenhaal, or James Taylor, or Larry David—although he might smack your hand away. This is definitely where the cool people hang out. I tend to avoid it (not so much the store as the scene).


My friend Clark Gregg, along with his wife, Jennifer Grey, and their daughter, Stella, were vacationing with us. On the way home from playing golf, Clark suggested we pull into the Chilmark for a frozen coffee. I groaned. I wasn’t in the mood to run across Alan Dershowitz holding court with his entourage, but it was a drippingly hot afternoon, and a frozen coffee held appeal. We emerged, coffeed up, and stepped onto the porch. On the store’s weathered, shingle-clad wall, they have a bulletin board for people to post ads; babysitting services, guitar lessons, yard work, upcoming concerts, and community events. Through the clutter, a photograph caught my eye: a puppy up for adoption. The ad described him as a three-month-old, black-and-white Great Dane–Lab mix named “Astro,” after the dog in the Jetsons cartoons. I didn’t say anything or take the number down, but I had Astro on the brain.


That night at dinner, Tracy said to me: “I saw something interesting today on my bike ride. I stopped by the Chilmark Store, and there was an ad on the bulletin board . . .”


“For a dog? Astro?” I interrupted.


She put down her fork. “Yeah. Astro, the dog. How did you know?”


“You saw it too?” I asked. “We gotta meet this dog.” And then I added, “I hope he doesn’t have the name ‘Astro’ imprinted yet.”


Four-Legged Son


Life with Gus (né Astro) is a revelation.


Late summer, 2008. I don’t realize until Sam leaves and Gus shows up, that I have gradually been paring away at the physical side of my life. I can’t run in a safe, reliable way anymore; my leaping and jumping are suspect; and I am a menace on the golf course. But I can still walk for days. Sam and I drifted away from doing anything much more physical than hiking, biking, and jumping in the pool. The latter, curiously, is the only thing Gus won’t do. As much as he looks part retriever, his aversion to water clearly identifies him as a hound dog: lazy, but game for anything except the pool.


He has a similar negative reaction to the beach. He is restless, agitated, and has a psychotic break anytime Tracy or I, or one of the kids, disappear into the waves. Waiting desperately for us to emerge, he paces a trench in the sand, emits low, soft yelps, and searches frantically for someone to help. (Anyone? Anyone?) But he is not concerned enough to venture in himself. Eventually, we join him back on the beach, towel off, and try to talk him down. (I told you he’s not a rescue dog.)


Once back in the city, our days begin early, with a 6:30 a.m. walk through Central Park. Still in shadows, the sun rising in the east, we patrol the horse trail surrounding the Reservoir. When we reach the turn at the power station, the path straightens out toward the halfway point. The sun begins to find us, and we quicken our steps. On the days when I can’t make it to the park with Gus, the chore—though I wouldn’t call it that—goes to a hired walker. The dog walkers in our neighborhood obviously work for the same company, and they’re ubiquitous. About every other trip to the park, we run into a dog that Gus knows, and there’ll be a good five to ten minutes of butt-sniffing, tail-wagging, mock aggression, and me listening to a dog walker chat about grad school.


For any dog lover, or simply any sentient human being, there is nothing quite like the energy of a puppy. It winds you up and wears you out at the same time. Still, Gus can get worn out and want to take a rest on the West Side. We’ll do a lap around the Great Lawn, and then park ourselves on a bench for Gus to receive his admirers. Everyone loves this dog.


Tracy comments, “You know they’re not stopping because of the dog; they’re stopping to say hello to you.”


“No, you don’t get it. I’m invisible. All they see is forty pounds of four-month-old, black-and-white puppy, all ears and feet and tongue, and they fall in love instantly.”


After a sufficient period of adulation, we wend our way across Central Park West at 81st Street to drop in at the Bull Moose Dog Run, on the north end of the Museum of Natural History. It is pure bedlam. Lots of dogs, lots of breeds, with lots of helicopter owners who should have calculated that bringing Precious to a dog park would likely result in encounters with other dogs. Gus, not through fault but by nature, is a madness-multiplier. His energy and conviviality bring him into contact with everybody, two legs or four. This is where I have to play my secreted liver treats wisely; I need to bribe him to get him out of there. Usually, a schnauzer or two comes around for a piece of the action. I shoo them away, wrestle the leash onto Gus’s thick, meaty neck, and we are eastbound.


Gus and I have regular times and regular routes, both in the city and around our neighborhood on Long Island. In less than a year, he grows from forty pounds to one hundred and fifteen pounds. I don’t have to bend an inch in order to rub his ears or scratch that spot between his eyes that he can’t access. When I stop, he persistently head-butts my hand. He’s so enormous now, our neighbors, city and country, comment on the sight of the two of us: a small man walking a horse. I’d give a desiccated liver treat for every time I’ve heard, “Why don’t you get a saddle for that thing?”


Dog owners will recognize the relationship I’m describing. It’s beyond owner-pet; it’s an interspecies communion. I read somewhere, and have proved it through actual practice, that if you can maintain eye contact with an animal, especially a dog, for more than thirty seconds, a definite bond exists. Not to sound too creepy, but I can hold Gus’s gaze for minutes on end. It’s like he’s awaiting instructions. He also responds to ridiculous verbal cues. “Gus,” I’ll suggest, “go grab your blanket.” He’ll bring me the brown one and I’ll say, “No, no. The red one.” And he’ll respond by fetching the correct color.


There’s a scene in Once Upon a Time . . . in Hollywood, one of my favorite films from one of my favorite directors, in which Brad Pitt returns home to his bull terrier, and lectures to him while opening and preparing cans of dog food. It’s not what he says to his canine roommate that stands out to me; it’s the recognition of the relationship, the intimacy and the respect that these two share. Spoiler alert: In the end, Brad’s hero pit bull comes to the rescue and alters history.


I’ll have to screen that scene for Gus sometime.


All of this is not to suggest that my relationship with Gus replaced or supplanted in some way my relationship with my son. There’s obviously no sane way to compare the two. But the ache that I felt when Sam went away was eased and extenuated by the completely different role that a Great Dane‒ish mutt now plays in my life. He keeps me moving, he keeps me present, and in an important way, he keeps me honest.
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ACT TOO
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As an actor, here’s how I see myself: I can portray any human being, and some animals, as long as they have Parkinson’s disease. My character on Spin City, Deputy Mayor Michael Flaherty, didn’t have PD; so by the end of our second season, it was difficult for him to believably pass as physically uncompromised. Increasingly worried that my random movements would confuse the audience if they didn’t know about my disease, and alienate them if they did (Would they still think I’m funny if they knew I had PD?), I chose to publicly disclose my condition in 1998. Indeed, the fans were accepting and supportive. But by 2000, after much deliberation, I made the decision to retire from the show and from show business. At age forty, my symptoms had advanced to a point I deemed career-ending.


In retrospect, I may have jumped the gun. My situation was evolving in unexpected ways. Whereas during my last season on Spin City I was tremoring and swaying with dyskinesias, the next couple of years of voluntary unemployment brought relief from some of the harsher PD symptoms. I found a movement disorder specialist, Dr. Susan Bressman, who completely reconfigured my pharmaceutical approach toward treating Parkinson’s. She also put an emphasis on physical therapy, diet, and fitness. This period was restorative, less stressful, and allowed me to get a better grip on the disease.


Responsibilities with The Fox Foundation kept me constructively occupied during this time, and of course I had a dynamic family life with a wife and four school-aged kids. I was happy as a clam. But who wants to be a clam? I felt there was way too much me time. I wanted to be somebody else, at least for a few hours. After two years of retirement, the idea of acting again seemed more and more plausible—and maybe even necessary.


As if he had a direct line to my brain, my friend and Spin City co-creator, Bill Lawrence, called. He had a new show called Scrubs, a medical comedy set in a dysfunctional hospital, with a hysterical cast led by Zach Braff. Billy wanted to know if I felt up to doing an arc, a guest role that plays out over a few episodes. I was interested, although I had a few concerns. I issued a fair warning.


“I hate to be a diva, but you know I come with baggage. And when I say ‘baggage,’ I mean two rollies, a hat box, and a garment bag.”


“And a fanny pack, I bet,” Billy ventured. “What do you need? Longer breaks? Later call times?”


“All of that and more,” I promised.


It was an interesting opportunity. The character Billy had in mind was Dr. Kevin Casey, an eccentric neurosurgeon with obsessive-compulsive disorder. The character was written with all of the classic OCD behaviors—handwashing, light switching, vocal tics—but I wouldn’t focus on those. To me, they didn’t represent the full person. I had to find Kevin’s truth. It’s not what a character reveals, it’s what he’s hiding that’s intriguing.


I didn’t have to search too deeply to find a point of connection with Dr. Kevin Casey. He met me where I was.


J.D. CONFRONTS DR. CASEY IN THE SURGICAL SCRUB AREA, WHERE HE IS WASHING HIS HANDS.


J.D.


(forcefully)


Kevin, I have to talk to you. Right now.


THIS INTERRUPTS CASEY’S THOROUGH HAND CLEANING. HE SHUTS OFF THE FAUCET WITH HIS ELBOW AND TURNS ON J.D.


DR. CASEY


Damn it!


J.D.


(suddenly losing his bravado)


Later’s cool, too.


DR. CASEY


I spent the last few days meeting new people and trying to get used


to this place. I’m stressed and I’m fried, and I just wanna go home.


But here’s the punchline. Even though my last surgery was two


hours ago, I can’t stop washing my damn hands.


CASEY SCREAMS WITH FRUSTRATION AND THROWS THE SOAP ACROSS THE ROOM.


J.D.


I’m sorry.


DR. CASEY


No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. This is a weak moment.


Nobody’s supposed to see this.


HE TAKES A BEAT.


I’ll clean up the soap. Probably several thousand times.


Everyone’s got their own burdens, J.D. And I’m not going to be


one of those people who dumps mine on somebody else.


Now, what do you need?


J.D.


Nothing.


J.D. STUDIES DR. CASEY. THE SCENE DISSOLVES INTO MONTAGE: DR. CASEY GOING THROUGH HIS END-OF-THE-DAY RITUALS. COLDPLAY’S “EVERYTHING’S NOT LOST” ACCOMPANIES.


J.D.


(interior voiceover)


I think owning your burdens is half the battle.


Still, it’s not that daunting if you look around and see


what other people have to deal with.


My two episodes on Scrubs provided a test, of sorts, and in my humble opinion, I think I passed. I didn’t present the audience with a character who had Parkinson’s disease, but one with OCD.


I discovered I could focus less on the externals and stop trying to hide my symptoms. This was in stark relief from my days on Spin City, when I’d keep a live audience waiting while I paced my dressing room, pounding my arm with my fist in a vain attempt to quell the tremors. On Scrubs, instead of trying to kill it, I invited Parkinson’s with me to the set.


I felt free to concentrate on what any actor, able-bodied or not, is charged with accomplishing: uncovering the internal life of another human being. Putting the emphasis on my character’s vulnerabilities and not my own, Parkinson’s could in fact disappear, and be morphed into whatever my character was living with. My inability to still my hands echoed Dr. Casey’s inability to cease scrubbing his own. As for his vocal tics and repetitions, I could find a version of that pattern from my own experience. And the slower pace in my stride transformed into his hesitation when walking into new environments. It became about who he was, and not what he had.


Moreover, not what I had.


I began thinking more broadly about what possibilities my future could hold. Suddenly, I was open for business again. Instead of allowing my idiopathy to deter me from employment, I created a new blueprint for myself: how to be a working actor with a disability. I’d co-opt the disease, get PD to do a little acting of its own, and bring my Parkinson’s into the family business.


There had been previous inquiries about my willingness and availability to work, and other guest role offers, before Bill Lawrence reached out. Not wanting to set myself up for failure, I had demurred. But I gained a lot from those two weeks on Scrubs. I realized that we all have our burdens. Every character has a bear inside that they’re wrestling with, no matter where they are and what they’re doing. As an actor, I suddenly wanted more opportunities to take on that bear.


So, yes. I was right. I can play anyone, as long as they have Parkinson’s. And as I was discovering, everyone has Parkinson’s.


Please Come to Boston


I am billionaire businessman Daniel Post, on a date with attorney Denise Bauer (Julie Bowen). Flirting, laughing, we discuss the evening’s further possibilities. It’s a sexy scene, and things will only heat up from here. We’re filming a night location shoot for Boston Legal, a well-crafted legal drama infused with David E. Kelley’s wry sense of humor. Julie Bowen’s brilliance and generosity as an actor makes me feel secure, yet keeps me on my toes.


Daniel Post has stage-four cancer. Enter from the shadows: the bear. Daniel’s billions are of no use to him. The writers masterfully set up the conflict of a doomed man with more fortune than future. They also include scenes where I am required to be romantically intimate. I only mention this because of the physical confidence it takes to perform these scenes, in particular. I don’t want to wrap my arms around the leading lady and shake her like a martini.


For me professionally, Boston Legal was an ideal follow-up to Scrubs. After we wrap production, what I remember most from that first night is the smell of carbon in the air, emanating from the arc, the huge moveable klieg light that illuminated the sidewalk. It smelled like show business. I was working, and I loved it.
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