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Permit Me



SITTING ALONE IN THE BACK of my father’s hot car was nothing new for me.


Leaving your kids or pets inside a sweltering vehicle was not frowned upon in the midsixties. It was regarded as more of an impromptu spa day.


And, thrifty man that my dad was, he was not about to leave the motor running, even on a hot day in August.


Okay, I had a tendency to embellish back then. It was not August, but March. March 16, to be exact. My half birthday. Not quite sweet sixteen, but more than a quinceañera.


Though those two events are significant ones, I am aware that a fifteen-and-a-half-year birthday is not. And to celebrate such a non-event leaves you open to much derision.


As did complaining about a hot car when it’s technically still winter in L.A.


(As did complaining about a hot planet a few years hence, but let me return to 1965.)


If you live in the Golden State and you reach fifteen and a half years of age, you are allowed to apply for a learner’s permit with the Department of Motor Vehicles. Then, if you haven’t killed anyone in those next six months, and you yourself live to see sixteen, you’re given a full and proper license to operate a vehicle on the streets and freeways of Los Angeles.


Or in my case, Van Nuys. It’s important to note that—despite my father’s profession and his success—we did not live in Beverly Hills, where my father’s car was now parked. We lived in the Valley, in a surprisingly modest home. Two bedrooms, 1,700 square feet.


But my father occasionally had his indulgences, and a Beverly Hills business manager was one of them.


And here my father came, document in hand. Walking away from the accountant’s office as one would exit a structure engulfed in flames, though it most certainly was not… that was just the way my father walked. To the mailbox. To catch a subway in Manhattan. Getting to the podium to receive his Academy Award.


This allegro philosophy was not confined to his gait. It applied to meals: “I paid the check. Finish up and meet me in the car.”


And vacations as well: “That’s the Grand Canyon. Grab a shot and we’ll try to make the Painted Desert by nightfall.”


But on this particular day, I was quite grateful for his alacrity.


Because, as he jumped into the car and pulled away from the curb, he handed me the document that I needed to change my life, the document essential to all matters DMV in 1965, as it is today: my birth certificate.


As we wound our way back to the Valley over Coldwater Canyon, I began to really think through the nuts and bolts of the plan that my best friend, Dave Goodman, and I had hatched. Code name: Permit Me.


A full driver’s license at age sixteen was certainly something to aspire to. You could take your friends to the beach or Disneyland. You could take a girl out on a date… without your parents or your bus pass. And the learner’s permit was not the same, as it had this one serious restriction: You had to have a fully licensed adult in the car with you during those endless six months.


It also had this one wonderful and largely unknown loophole. You could use your learner’s permit alone and unsupervised… if you’re learning to drive a motorcycle.


And Dave and I loved our motorcycles. To be clear, we did not own motorcycles. We intended to rent them. By the hour. There was a rental outfit at Sepulveda and Oxnard that would rent you a 90cc Japanese motorcycle, if you could produce a scrap of paper known as a learner’s permit. A document generated on an actual typewriter, and absent a photo of said applicant, or a California grizzly, or a prospector panning for gold, or anyone or anything that would keep us from creating the document on our own.


Go figure. I don’t know why they thought Valley teens would return the bikes in the absence of photo ID and a credit card, and I don’t know why we would have, but we always did.


For guys my age, these noisy contraptions somehow held the promise of speed, freedom… perhaps even romance! We had seen Steve McQueen jump that fence on his Triumph in The Great Escape. Marlon Brando rode his Triumph into town and into our collective psyche in The Wild One.


But those were golden screen moments from the past, and Dave and I tried to remain au courant, so we were both regular customers at the Fox Theater on Van Nuys Boulevard. Hardly art-house cinema, but they often ran films from avant-garde filmmakers, like Roger Corman.


We went multiple times to see Hells Angels on Wheels. Not so much for the movie but for this young actor who was in it. An actor who, like Marlon, had something unique and dangerous and wonderful going on. And, like Marlon, he would go on to win multiple Academy Awards and be regarded as one of the finest actors of my lifetime.


But for now, I was headed back to the Valley where I belonged. And it was then that I focused on the envelope that my dad had given me. The envelope that contained my birth certificate.


What did an ancient document from 1949 look like? Was it written on parchment with a quill? Did it have one of those cute little baby footprints that make being switched at birth less likely?


Before I could settle those very worthy questions, a quick inspection of said document caused a new question to move to the top of my queue, and it was a doozie.


“Dad?”


“Mm-hm.”


“Why is there no mother’s name on my birth certificate?”


My dad was not much for touchy-feely exchanges. But at least he didn’t respond by going on the offensive with some version of “None of your fucking business!,” which had been his default setting for such inquiries in the past.


In the minus column, he didn’t feel the need to immediately respond, or to pull over. He just kept driving, occasionally looking in the mirror, and my immediate thought was:


How could he think this wouldn’t come up, once I looked at the document?


Had he simply forgotten that my mother’s name was not on it?


I knew who my mother was. Amanda Begley (née Huff). My father and Amanda had three children before she died of cancer in 1957. My brother Tom, my sister Allene, and me, the youngest.


After what seemed like an eternity, my father finally spoke.


“Amanda wasn’t your mother.”


As shocking as that was, I attempted to pick up the pace, making it less like NASA communicating with Voyager I as it heads into deep space, and more like an actual conversation.


“Who is my mother?”


Long pause. Finally:


“Sandy’s your mother.”


Now it was my turn to slow down. There would be no fiber-optic speeds coming from my side of the conversation now either. Just dial-up. 150 baud.


In that moment, it all made sense. I loved Sandy. A little eccentric, but fun. When I was much younger, we lived in Merrick, out on Long Island, so I often saw her at Christmas or Easter in the city. There was something about her. My sister once hopped the Long Island Rail Road, got to Grand Central Station, and started asking commuters where Sandy was. We saw her so much at that particular hub, we both thought she lived there.


If it ever occurred to my sister or me to ask, “Now, who is Sandy again?”… we never did. You were taught not to ask too many questions back then. Years later, I would learn that Sandy was a page at NBC that my father had taken up with, though he was quite actively married to another woman, Amanda.


To this day, I have no idea how much Amanda knew about Sandy or vice versa. But for now, me and my dad are stuck in the car together with this little bombshell.


We rode in silence the rest of the way to the DMV.


Had I achieved even a small dose of acceptance or gratitude at that point in my life, I would have seen this moment for what it was: a tremendous gift. Ten minutes ago, I had a mother who was dead. Now I had the live variety. All in all, a good day.


But acceptance and gratitude were seen as character defects among my peers, so I was not remotely ready for anything like that.


I would soon learn that nearly everyone but my sister and I knew this deep dark secret. And we both felt a deep betrayal as a result of it.


I was dumbfounded at my father’s ability to pull off such a massive bit of deception, probably because I was so bad at that kind of thing.


I remember being asked by my fifth-grade teacher in Merrick if I had turned in my homework assignment, and you did not want to supply Sister Killean with the wrong answer. Roughly once a week, some unlucky youngster in her class would be bleeding from the knuckles, lip, or nose.


“I put it on your desk,” I offered, sure that she would look more carefully and spot it among the many tests before her.


She scarcely glanced at the neat piles, arranged by row, and further alphabetized. “I can spot your chicken scratch from across the room. It’s not here.”


I was deeply confused by that. I had a very clear memory of placing it on her desk. Perhaps…? I spotted the trash can beside her and offered an explanation:


“Oh… I’ll bet it fell in the trash can. The wind…” I said, pointing to the nearby window.


She didn’t afford me the courtesy of a glance at the nearby window, which was only slightly ajar. Perhaps because it was dead calm that morning.


I was trying her patience. She was beginning to finger her sturdy ruler, the way a mob enforcer would heft a small cudgel. “The only wind I hear is coming from your mouth. Where’s the homework?”


There was a second trash can, near the door, and I think I even smacked my head to illustrate my foolishness. “I just cleaned out my desk… and my lunch box. I bet I accidentally threw it in there with my trash.”


She looked at me, then at the trash can near the door, and sauntered over to it. After surveying the contents briefly from a standing position, she bent down and picked up the metal can while summoning me to join her with a crooked finger.


I walked over to her, puzzled as to what would come next. The can was indeed filled with desk and lunch box detritus, some of it malodorous in that close proximity.


She gently took my hand and led me out into the hall as the rest of the class looked on. Was this crazy woman going to sift through this fetid mess in search of a single page of long division to prove her point?


I got my answer quickly. With eyes fixed on me, she emptied its contents at my feet. “Find it. Bring it to me. Then clean up this mess.”


As she headed back to her desk, she didn’t even bother to close the door.


I started to weep at the injustice of it all, hoping Ilene McGlachlin didn’t see me. I was planning on asking her out one day.


I distinctly remember the smell of the rotten lunch, some of it probably mine… as I looked at one, then another soggy piece of paper, desperate to find the missing assignment. I probably spent a full five minutes looking, when I stopped suddenly and realized… I was never going to find it.


For it was not in that particular trash can. Or the one that preceded it. It was not anywhere on the school grounds. I had not done said homework.


It was just another lie I concocted for Sister Killean. Like the many I told Jeanette, the woman who raised me after my mom (eventually demoted to stepmom) passed away. “Where did you get those quarters?” Jeanette asked me one day, as she eyed a stack of them on my dresser.


This was not an illogical question. As it was a time before I had a paper route, sold greeting cards door-to-door, or worked at Orange Julius or See’s Candies. It was probably a decade before I first worked as an actor. A movie cost a quarter back then. You could get a steak with the buck-fifty that Jeanette now held.


“Robbie Blumenthal gave them to me,” I offered casually, as I continued studying my Boy Scout manual. Guess I missed the chapter on honesty. But I was certain that this would end the line of questioning. Robbie and his brother Arthur were two of my best friends at the time. Their dad wasn’t some fly-by-night actor. He had a steady job at Gimbels in Manhattan. I didn’t find it illogical that they share some of their incredible wealth with me.


What Jeanette did next truly shocked me. She scooped up all six of the quarters, grabbed me by my ear, and led me over to Robbie’s house a few doors down and knocked. Robbie appeared quickly, followed by his mother.


Before I could figure out just the right balance of banjo eyes and throat clearing that would get Robbie to go along, Jeanette took charge. “Did you give Eddie these quarters?” she said, holding them out for all to see.


And before Robbie had time to assess what answer would best serve me, his mother gave him a whack and seemed pained in asking, “You gave Eddie six quarters?” A simple “Ow! No!” was all he could offer under the circumstances.


And who could blame him, since of course, those quarters didn’t come from Robbie. To my great shock and surprise, it was the same exact amount of money missing from a cup on my father’s dresser.


So I was bad at lying. But that wasn’t going to stop me from doing it. Hmm. If only I had some tool, some matter in a solid, liquid, or gaseous state that could give me the courage and the heightened awareness to be better at lying or in other stressful situations.


It didn’t take me long to find it. It was, at first, stolen pills. Then stolen liquor. It was even occasionally the nitrous oxide pilfered from a can of Reddi-wip in the dairy aisle.


That covers it, right? The three states of matter. Solid. Liquid. Gas. Maybe I was going to pass that chemistry exam after all? So I developed a warped sense of reality for the next two decades. A warp fomented by a nearly daily regimen of drugs and alcohol from 1967 to 1979.


Now, I’d like to think I’ve become a better liar in the time that has transpired since the end of the tumultuous seventies, but you be the judge.


I’m going to list a bunch of true facts that I could have never imagined in 1965. But I swear to you on my life, they are 100 percent verifiably true.


Okay, one of them is a lie. See if you can spot it:


I would have a career that would span seven decades and include hundreds of movies and TV shows.


I would discover that my brother, Tom Begley, was my cousin, not my brother.


I would get to meet all four Beatles, and even get to be friends with them.


I would smoke a joint with Charles Manson at the Spahn Ranch in Chatsworth.


I would be stabbed, beaten, and hospitalized waiting for a bus in Los Angeles.


I would buy my first electric car in 1970.


I would have a much-improved electric car in 1993, one I sometimes charged at O. J. Simpson’s house.


I would carry my dear friend Cesar Chavez through the streets of Delano.


I would serve several terms as governor in California, for a total of fifteen years.


I would regularly spend time with Groucho Marx in his home and occasionally enjoy a sleepover.


I would play Trivial Pursuit with the Clintons, and show them their first electric car.


I would get to know and work with Kirk Douglas, Meryl Streep, Peter Falk, Alan Arkin, Michael Caine, Billy Wilder, Richard Pryor, Dave Mamet, Jeff Goldblum, Eric Idle, Denzel Washington, Buck Henry, Don Henley, Jane Fonda, Geena Davis, Dabney Coleman, Lily Tomlin, Leonardo DiCaprio, Vince Gilligan, John Cleese, Danny Glover, Harvey Keitel, William Hurt, Larry Kasdan, Larry David, Anjelica Huston, Pam Grier, Penny Marshall, Alfre Woodard, Taylor Swift, Jeff Bridges, Yaphet Kotto, Rob Reiner, and Christopher Guest.


And most incredibly, at the very moment… the very second that my dad told me the shocking news about my mother, we passed a driveway that led to two separate houses in the vicinity of Coldwater and Mulholland.


A driveway that for over forty years was shared by Marlon Brando and that Roger Corman star on the motorcycle, Jack Nicholson. There would be many trips up and down that driveway over the years. You see, I worked at Art’s Deli on Ventura and would deliver sandwiches to those talented gentlemen, and let me tell you, they were big tippers!


Okay, you probably figured out which one was bullshit:


Not the governor one. I said I served as governor in California, not of California. You’ll soon learn governor of what.


It was that last one about Art’s Deli. That was total bullshit.


I never brought Marlon or Jack sandwiches, though I probably should have. That’s the kind of thing you do for friends.


I should probably also offer a word of explanation of the title of this book.


But not just yet.


I’m in no hurry.















Watts Line



THIS IS IT.


I could stop there and be done with this chapter, or this entire book for that matter, as that is probably the truest thing that I have ever said, or heard.


It is also the title of one of Alan Watts’s many fine works, and I would urge every reader to stop reading my humble effort right now (you already paid for it, right?) and pick up a copy of any of the many books written by the great Alan Watts.


But before you exit the bookstore and hop on your bike to head home and read it (I can dream, can’t I?), I’d ask that you really open your mind to what those words might mean.


This is it.


This moment, right now… is really all we have.


Though planning for the future and learning from the past have value, many of us spend far too much time focused on what has been, and what is to be, and in so doing, we fail to fully engage and commit to this moment, here it comes again… this one… right now.


… where we can make a conscious effort to embrace bliss. That “the spiritual is not to be separated from the material, nor the wonderful from the ordinary,” as Alan Watts so ably put it.


But in my attempt to put his teachings into practice, I quickly realized that I could experience serenity more easily up at Big Sur, or in a yurt in Topanga. But I wasn’t so good at it standing in line at the DMV. Or waiting for the agent’s call after testing for a series.


I also then realized that the unthinkable had occurred… I had become my father’s son. I ate fast, drove fast, moved fast, and lived fast. Yes, I wanted serenity, but I wanted it quickly.


To the Temple of Tranquility, and step on it!


And rather than put in the actual time to learn and implement the teachings of Alan Watts, Sai Baba, the Maharishi, or any of the spiritual masters I had become aware of at the time, I found it was much quicker and easier to find enlightenment under the gentle guidance of Messrs. Walker and Beam.


Johnnie Walker and Jim Beam, to be precise.


Why spend all that time (and fuel) to drive up to Tassajara and sit Zazen. A comfortable barstool could get you there so much quicker, and oh, the enlightened souls you’d meet along the way… like Alan Watts!


You’d have as good a chance of spotting him at a local pub as you would an ashram. The man liked his gargle. And so did I.


I wanted serenity in a bottle. And the truth is, it worked. I was such a wreck in my teens that alcohol probably saved me before it nearly killed me.


So this chapter on enlightenment and Alan Watts includes a lengthy quest to find tranquility in a tumbler. A quest that lasted from 1971 to 1979.


The student was ready, but would the master appear?


Appear he did. I soon became an eager disciple of Alan Watts’s teachings as interpreted by one Harry Dean Stanton, who, like me, was on a nightly quest for the right combination of serenity and Stoli.


I first met Harry Dean at the Troubadour bar in 1972, and we became instant friends. Harry was a fine singer and an able guitarist, so we both were drawn to the Troubadour for its target-rich environment of available ladies, as well as the great music a few yards away in the showroom.


For a $4 cover, two-drink minimum, you could sit within a few feet of Elton John, Joni Mitchell, James Taylor, the Eagles, and hundreds of other huge stars from the sixties, the seventies, and beyond. And if you knew Bob Marchese or Kenny Saint John at the door, you could get one of those prime seats close to the stage.


But I sat in every part of that club, and there was no such thing as a bad seat.


And I wasn’t always in the audience. I did stand-up comedy for several years in the sixties and seventies. I opened at the Troubadour for acts like Don McLean, Dave Mason, Canned Heat, and Neil Sedaka.


I performed for eighteen thousand people at the Nassau Coliseum as the opening act for Loggins and Messina, John Sebastian, and Poco.


I played at Max’s Kansas City and the Bottom Line in New York. I played clubs and colleges and concerts all across the country, and was even part of a comedy duo for some time with Michael Richards. We appeared at the Troubadour together in 1969, and Doug Weston, the owner of the club, wanted to manage us.


And if the Troubadour wasn’t enough to lure you to Santa Monica and Doheny, just two doors to the east sat Dan Tana’s Italian Restaurant, where the kitchen was open till one a.m., and the bar till two (even later, if they got to know you). It was also a place where you could rub elbows with those same Troubadour artists after they finished their set next door.


So, like my dear friend Harry Dean Stanton, I went to Dan Tana’s every night from 1971 through 1978, and like Norm on Cheers, we had both earned our seats at the bar there.


Michael, the bartender, always knew your drink when he spotted you at the door. So by the time you reached the bar, your beverage was ready and waiting.


Double vodka tonic, tall glass with a lime. And Michael poured a generous two-ounce double. So after a dozen or more of those, I’d be fairly enlightened.


Though some regulars might head home after dinner and a few drinks, Harry and I would always stay till last call, then head back to his place on Canyon Drive in the Hollywood Hills, where we’d watch movies on the Z Channel (a precursor to HBO) or simply leave the TV off and listen to a tape of Alan Watts.


After years of this, Harry and I got roles in the same movie, a first for us, and we were out of town for some time working with Warren Oates and Monte Hellman on Cockfighter. (If you think that title is about something other than battling birds, I’m sorry to disappoint you.)


At some point, it occurred to us that we had been gone for more than two weeks and should probably check in with Michael, to see if he and our friends at Tana’s missed us.


Missed is an understatement. They had just dispatched someone to Harry’s to peek in the window and see if we had fallen asleep with the gas turned on watching the Z Channel!


That was the only possible explanation for us being gone for fourteen days: death by asphyxiation. That, or a suicide pact between two lovers.


Look what I’m doing… this chapter was supposed to be about Alan Watts, and it morphed into a tale of Harry Dean, and now I’m dragging us into the Troubadour and Dan Tana’s.


But the years I spent there are something of a miracle. How I did not accidentally kill myself, or someone else, is still a mystery to me, as my intake was not restricted to alcohol.


Pills, pot, coke, even four separate experiments snorting heroin, purchased at Tana’s from Cathy Evelyn Smith, who administered the lethal dose to my dear friend John Belushi some years later.


I bristle when folks focus on drugs when they speak of the late great John Belushi… he was so much more than that. And I’d like to think I am, too.


But this is part of my story, as it was of John’s, and it’s important to note that John Belushi became my savior on more than one occasion when we did a movie together in 1977.


He and his wife Judy dragged me from the El Presidente Hotel in Durango, Mexico, because they couldn’t bear to see me sit there and drink myself to death in the lobby bar.


Short recap: My consumption was such that it became a source of concern for John Belushi.


Because not only did I drink a quart of vodka nearly every day from 1971 through 1979, I also operated a vehicle.


While in Durango, I drove a car into a ditch, and John and I had to get the Mexican Teamsters to pull us out before Harold Schneider and Harry Gittes, the producers of the movie found out, or worse… the director and star, Jack Nicholson.


Of course, they already knew about it. They were the ones who sent the Teamsters to save the two gringos. Durango was a small town.


But back in L.A., I didn’t always have such star power to bail me out of difficult spots I would get myself into, so I had to improvise when I was on my own.


One particular evening leaps to mind.


Christmas Eve, 1975.


It struck me as rather depressing that I should sit alone on Christmas Eve and self-administer my medicine. So I called up my friend Neil Rhodes, and he agreed to join me at Tana’s, which was so much more festive than drinking at home. But let me not misrepresent Tana’s as some sort of winter wonderland that year. They had a few strands of lights carelessly draped over the Chianti bottles that hung from the ceiling year-round. That was it.


So, having ingested about a quart of hard liquor, Neil proposed heading over to the Rainbow on Sunset, where he had heard tell of a proper Christmas party, already in full swing.


He heard right. As Neil and I arrived, we were immediately greeted by a sea of drunks in Santa hats. Frosty, the bartender, was wearing deer antlers and held up a bottle of Smirnoff, to see if we wanted our usual.


I’m not certain how anyone kept a straight face when I announced, “I better switch to white wine… I’m driving.”


So switch I did, and soon consumed a quart of chardonnay to balance out the vodka. Then Frosty returned and offered me a mint from a small tin that he held, which I declined, slightly offended. I didn’t remember eating any onions or garlic. But a quick assessment of my dietary choices for the day reminded me that I hadn’t eaten anything.


But Frosty was still there, tin opened, rattling his mints and grinning.


“714, man,” he finally offered, by way of explanation, glancing around furtively.


“I know,” I said, thinking he was referring to the 714 area code. “These Orange County ladies are a little too conservative for my taste, but hot.” When he jiggled the tin a bit closer, I finally realized he was not offering me a mint, but a Quaalude.


A Quaalude was a powerful hypnotic drug that I should have spotted right away, with the telltale 714 embossed on one side. It was time to fully recognize his generous offer but, in the interest of safety on the road… politely decline.


“Bless you, Frosty, my brother. You know I like my ludes, but I just drank a quart of vodka, a bottle of chardonnay, and I gotta get over Laurel Canyon…”


Who was I trying to kid? My heart wasn’t in it.


“Y’know what… just give me a half,” I offered, in a Solomon-like compromise.


Frosty obliged and broke off a half for me.


There were a good many safety instructions included with a prescription of Quaaludes. The top two were “Don’t mix with alcohol” and “Don’t operate machinery”… like a car.


But fifteen minutes and a few drinks later, I was feeling so good, so enlightened, that I motioned Frosty over. “Y’know what… can I grab another half?”


Fifteen minutes after that “Could I…?” I pantomimed popping a pill and he slipped me another half, as someone else turned the lights on, signaling last call.


As Neil and I headed to the car, I was able to formulate a plan for what remained of Christmas.


I was in no shape to make it back to my place, so the question was: Could I crash on Neil’s couch and try to sleep this one off? Neil nodded in affirmation as we pulled onto Sunset from the parking lot.


I then asked the most important question of the night: “Do you have any liquor in your house?”


“Let’s not take chances,” responded Neil. “We’ll stop at Greenblatt’s and get something for the morning. We don’t want to be caught short for Christmas Day.”


Suddenly, I couldn’t take my eyes off Neil. I had known Neil Rhodes since Van Nuys High. He was my best friend, my financial adviser, my drinking buddy. I looked at him and said, “I love you, man!”


But Neil got this weird look on his face, and I wondered if that had offended him somehow. It was only when he braced for impact that I remembered that I was driving a car and finally looked out the front windshield.


In an instant, there was metal and glass everywhere as I struck several vehicles that had stopped at the red light at San Vicente.


At this time, I was driving a Toyota Land Cruiser, and I will chart the tortured path from my electric car in 1970 to a small SUV in 1975 in a later chapter.


The first car I hit was an aging Ford LTD containing four very large African American gentlemen who were less than thrilled with me, as I had raked along the passenger side of their car, rendering those doors inoperable.


But even greater damage was suffered by the Honda Civic that I had hit so squarely from behind. Several hubcaps and other roundish parts continued to roll down San Vicente as I exited my car and prayed that the occupant was not injured or worse.


He was.


Injured, not dead. And somehow, not injured by me. He slowly extricated himself from the Honda holding a pair of crutches, with his left leg in a cast. I would later learn that he had been in a skiing accident and had just driven home from Big Bear.


In spite of all that damage to those two cars, I needed to focus my attention on a third vehicle stopped at the light… one I did not hit. The one that had two L.A. County sheriff’s deputies in it. All of this having occurred just a few feet from their cruiser.


Keep in mind, I have consumed a quart of vodka, a bottle of chardonnay, a quaalude and a half in the last couple of hours… all on an empty stomach.


But as a result of the trouble I now found myself in, my veins were suddenly coursing with a new chemical compound that was counteracting the effects of all the drugs and alcohol: adrenaline.


I was, miraculously, not slurring my words as I shouted to the drivers I had just hit. “I’m so sorry! My fault! One hundred percent!” Then I turned to the deputies. “Gentlemen, sorry to mess up your Christmas, everybody’s Christmas.”


As one of the deputies went to check on the other drivers, the second deputy asked, “Did you not see the vehicles stopped at the light?”


“I’ve been pumping these brakes since back at Doheny…”


Unimpressed, he cut me off. “Can I see some ID, please?”


As I reached into the car and handed him my license, the first deputy returned. “Have you been drinking tonight, Mr. Begley?”


“Guys, it’s Christmas Eve, I had a few drinks with friends, I live just two blocks from here…”


An obvious lie. My license said otherwise. But the fact that he hadn’t clocked that made me go all in.


“You know what, guys… write it up any way you want. I’m rip-roaring drunk! Arrest me and take me in! It will probably only help my case when I sue the manufacturer of this piece of shit,” I railed, now pointing at the car. “I’ve had it in three times this week to fix these defective brakes. I’m not joking, guys, I’m serious. Arrest me and take me in.”


They seemed genuinely shocked by this approach and just stared at me for a bit.


But what happened next was truly shocking.


I had the deputies under the car with me inspecting the brake lines for leaks, pulling on the emergency brake to see if that was likewise damaged. It wasn’t. None of it was. The only problem with the brakes was that I hadn’t used them.


Not only did they not arrest me, they would soon let me get back in the car and drive home. Clearly, they hadn’t seen the address of my license. I did not live two blocks away.


At some point in the confusion, I spotted the guy in the Honda Civic, the Crutches Guy, at a pay phone. He was trying to call a cab as the twisted wreckage of his car was being towed away, but I walked over and hung up the phone on him. “I can’t have you pay for a cab. I’m the one responsible for this. I’ll drive you home!”


But by the time all the paperwork was completed, my adrenal glands had been squeezed dry, and I was back to being pretty high.


At this point the Crutches Guy was really having second thoughts about getting in a car with me, especially one I earlier claimed had defective brakes, but I coerced him into the front seat with his crutches, and Neil climbed in back.


As I start to drive him home heading east on Sunset, I couldn’t help but notice this loud metallic noise that my car had never made before: “Bam… bam-bam… bam.”


“Does anyone know what that noise is?” I asked the Crutches Guy, but he remained silent and afraid. Neil quickly solved the mystery: “Yeah, you’re way too close to the cars parked on the right. You’re knocking the mirrors off. Correct to your left a bit.”


As I attempted to make the adjustment, Crutches Guy had had enough. “Let me off here.”


“No, I said I’d take you home and I am taking you home,” I reasoned.


Crutches Guy, now scared for his life, finally bellowed, “Let me out of this car, you fucking psycho!” as he hit me in the face and chest with his crutch for emphasis.


I obliged and pulled over.


“Hobble home, then, ingrate!” was my parting shot, as he did indeed hobble while I resumed my trip to Neil’s house.


We rode in silence for a bit till I remembered: “You think Greenblatt’s is still open?”


But with all that had gone on that night, I remained completely unaware of what had really gone on with the deputies, or more precisely what had not gone on.


They had not arrested me and taken me in. Why was that?


Was it because I was a blond twenty-six-year-old who looked like them? Would they have afforded that same courtesy to others, let’s say… to the four African American gentlemen in the LTD?


I suspect not.


For the first thirty years of my life, I was completely oblivious to my good fortune and my privilege. I hadn’t a clue that I had won the lottery by being born Ed Begley’s son and growing up in Merrick, then Van Nuys.


I saw myself as a victim of a Hollywood studio system that wasn’t giving me the prime roles I deserved in a timely manner.


I had a “Wake me when I’m famous” attitude that kept me from putting in the kind of work required to land those plum parts, or the work necessary to achieve anything resembling spiritual awareness.


I had many lessons to learn, and several of them almost killed me before they woke me up.


How did I get to be that drunken maniac knocking the mirrors off parked cars in 1975?


The seeds were planted back at Valley College in 1968.


But not the leaves.


Those, we smoked.
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