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Kem Roy Neal,

meklean@yahoo.com

                                             The Emperor of Egret Park

                                                               A

                                                        Short Story

     I blamed the current situation I found myself in on the bad economy.

     You see, if I had not lost my job, do to the bad economy, I would not have gone to Berry’s Discount Liquor Outlet, located across the street from my place of employment (ex-place of employment) Meklean’s Toyota and Lexus in Glendale, and bought a fifth of Jack Daniels. And I would not have gone driving around with the JD looking for a quiet place to drink it and lick my wounds while feeling totally sorry for myself. And if it was not for the bad economy I would not have driven by Egret Park with my bottle and remembered that my parents took my sister and me there when we where kids and that we had happy times and maybe I should stop at Egret Park and drink my Jackie D to feel happy again.

     Because, you see, when I stopped at Egret Park and found a nice area to drink, I met the Emperor and my life changed for the worst. I mean sure, things were already going down hill for me, like losing my job; but meeting the Emperor has put my life in danger and that’s no joke.

     I’m really nervous right know so bear with me.

Did I mention that I met the Emperor three… no four days ago and that at this very moment I am once again sitting in Egret Park near the pond (no Jack Daniels this time) and that a team of S.W.A.T cops area hidden in the park watching me? 

     I didn’t, did I?

     Sorry. When I get nervous my mind starts to wonder… And I’m nervous as hell right now.

     Let me start at the beginning…

     Ok, so four days ago I park my car and carry my bottle of JD into Egret Park. That day a bunch of LA City construction workers were on Riverside Drive with huge bulldozers and trucks and jacket hammers, making a ton of noise and scaring the hell out of the cranes that were playing in the semi-dry LA River. I wanted to get as far away from the noise as I could, so I started walking along the trail past the Anza Mural painted by local artist Frank Romero and was sad to see that graffiti taggers had left their mark on the beautiful mural.

     So anyway, I’m walking along the trail enjoying the verdure plants when I see an area where the vegetation is dry and brittle and I think this will be a good place to drink and relax because there is a lot less bugs, people and noise. So I sit down on a tree stump, loosen my tie and take my first drink from the bottle.

     Ok, so I’m sitting there thinking about my asshole boss who fired me, Frank True is his name, and how he looks like one of the metal fishes I saw at Steelhead Park on my walk over to this spot, when all of a sudden what appears to be a bunch of twigs and leaves take human form on the ground about twenty feet from me. So I think I’ve maybe had too much to drink and I’m seeing things. But then the twigs and leaves stand up and I 

realized I’m looking at a man who had been lying on the ground. He was covered from head to toe in debris: His Afro, thick beard, shirt, pants and shoes.

     He stood there just staring at me.

     Then he said, “ I smell some good whiskey there, brother. I sure could use a taste.”

     Now, I’m not one to judge… But this dude looked like he hadn’t been to the dentist in the last ten years, and I did not want him shoving my bottle into his pie-hole, and then I can’t drink from the bottle anymore; on the other hand, I did not want to piss him off. The guy was huge, like 6-5, 250, around there anyway. I’m 5-7 and skinny. The last thing I needed on a day like that one was to get my ass kicked in Egret Park by a walking sycamore.

     “You got a cup or can or something I can pour you a little taste in?” I said, figuring that he didn’t and that that would be the end of that… You know, he would just go away and leave me to drink in peace.

     “ I do. I do,” he said in this rich James Earl Jones type of voice. “I’ll be right back.”

     He jogged off and disappeared behind some thick shaperell and came jogging back out about two minutes later.

     Now get this… He was carrying in his right hand a dirty cheap looking gold colored goblet covered with fake looking jewels. In his left hand he held a three foot long gold scepter and on his head he wore a gold crown.

     So now I know this guy is nuttier than my aunt Trudy’s double walnut brownies.

     At this point I was starting to get scared. 

     He sat down next to me and held out the goblet.

     “You may pour the emperor some nectar,” he said.

     Emperor? Oh shit…

     “Did you say emperor?”

     “ Why, yes,” he said. “I am the emperor of Egret Park.”

     Whatever…

      I filled the goblet up – wanting to keep the emperor happy and all that.

     The emperor took a good swallow and said, “ That was good. Thank you. So what do your people call you?”

     I drank some whiskey and said,  “My name is Jimmy Johnson. How about you, what’s your name?”

     “Emperor.”

     Of course… How stupid of me…

     We shook hands.

     He said, “So everyone must call you Jay Jay.”

     “No. Everyone calls me Spike. Because I look like the filmmaker Spike Lee. Glasses and all.”

     After that little exchange, we just sat there drinking, enjoying the nature surrounded by the city. Then I told him about how I had just lost my job. He was a good listener and he agreed with me when I said my ex-boss was an asshole and we toasted to a better tomorrow.

     It was starting to get dark by the time we finished the bottle and I told the Emperor that I had to get going. 

     I have to admit that I did enjoyed his company and felt better after talking to him, although he had told me nothing about his life. 

     We stood up and shook hands.

     “It was nice to meet you, Emperor,” I said.

     “The pleasure was mine, Spike. And please take this goblet. It is my way of saying thank you.”

     The Emperor talked like a Shakespearian actor. I wondered how he had ended up living in a park. But he was not telling and it was getting dark and I wanted to get out of here before the gangs came roaming.

     I took the goblet, said good-bye, and walked away.

     I had just dropped the empty bottle into a trash can and was walking toward Oros Street, one of the park’s exits, when someone grabbed me by the back of my neck, took the goblet out of my hand and shoved me face first to the ground.

    I lie on the ground trying not to breath and playing dead. My hope was that who ever had attacked me would think that they killed me a run away.

     No such luck.

     “Get up and stop play’n possum. You ain’t hurt bad.”

     I got on my hands and knees and then stood up with my back to him.

     “Turn around, little man,” the guy said.

     I slowly turned around and found myself facing the biggest, meanest looking biker- type dude I have ever seen in my life. His long blonde hair hung loose around his shoulders. He wore a dirty jean jacket with the sleeve cut off and no shirt. He sported a tattoo of Raggedy Ann on his chest. By the way, Raggedy’s head was cut off and blood was splashed on the front of her dress.

     Now, I’m no psychologist or psychiatrist; but I know that you have to be pretty fucked up in the head to imagine sweet little Raggedy Ann all butchered up like that. And you have to be really sick to have that image tattoo to your chest.

      I quickly ran through my options, and decided that my only option was to give him my wallet, car keys and first-born child, if I ever have one, and if he wanted it.

     He held up the goblet and asked me, “Where did you get this?”

     I decided to answer him in a way that comes natural to car salesman like me: I would lie. 

     “I found it,” I said.

     “Yeah. Sure you did. You wanna know what I think?”

     No…

     “Yeah, sure, tell me.”

     “I think,” he said, “ that you found my stash and hid it some where around here. Then when you need cash you come and take a little something like this goblet and hock it when you need cash. That’s what I think.”

     I didn’t know what the hell the guy was talking about. I guessed that he thought the goblet was real or something.

     “Give me your wallet,” he said.

     I tossed it to him.

     He caught the wallet, stuck the goblet under his arm, and then took out my driver’s license. His lips moved as he read my info. He put my license back and tossed me the wallet. He did not take any money.

     He pulled a cell phone out his pocket.

     “What’s your cell number?” he asked me.

     I told him the number and he punched it into his phone. A couple of seconds later

I heard my phone in my pocket start to play ‘Horny Like a Dog’, by The Nugget Posse.

“That’s me calling you,” he said. “I wanted to make sure you gave me the right number. Here’s the deal bubba. It is to dark to go messing around in the park right now. I gotta go out of town for a couple of days. When I get back I will call you. You take me to my stuff - if there is any left… There is some left, right?”

     “Yeah. Sure… Of course.”

     “Good. Don’t even think about try’n to screw me over, ‘cause I’ll find you and kill-ya. You with me?”

     I nodded yes.

     He turned and walked out of the park. I watched him climb into a beat-up, old truck and drive off.     

     I took out my keys and ran to my car.

     Inside my car I was shaking so bad I could not drive, so I just sat there trying to think of a way to get out of this mess, when a gray Ford Crown Victoria police interceptor pulled up beside my car. Two cops in suits got out.

     Just like the cops to show up after the fact.

     So, anyway, they pull me out of the car and ask me what I talked to the guy in the park about - So I tell them -And they tell me that they having been watching the guy for two days - And I tell them thanks for being good civil servants and coming to my rescue while I was being molested - And they tell me not to be a smart-.ass. 

     Then they tell me that the biker looking dudes name is Jacob Dunn and he just got out of prison, after eight years and change some change, for robbing a warehouse in El Segundo that stored artifacts retrieved from sunken ships and how the cops never found the stolen goods but Dunn went to prison any because video and DNA evidence put him at the scene of the crime.

     “So why didn’t you guys arrest him?”  I asked.

      One of the cops, Jeffers, said, “We have a team following him. Spike, we think that Dunn killed his partner after the burglary, but we never find a body. If we can get this friend of yours, the Emperor Of Egret Park or whatever, to show us where the rest of the stolen artifacts are, we can send Dunn back to prison for possession of stolen goods. Maybe even figurer out where he hide his partner’s body. You think this Emperor guy would help us?”

     I tell them that I have no idea. 

     So we agree to meet back here tomorrow to look for the Emperor.

     The next day on the way to the park, I buy a bottle of whiskey and a couple of breakfast burritos for the Emperor.

     The cops and I find the Emperor easily enough. And after chowing down on the burritos and taking a pretty good pull on the bottle of whiskey, the Emperor took us up the trail to where the LA River turns from concrete to soft and dirt and sand. From there he showed us a hidden cave where he lives. Inside the cave we found knick-knacks from the Emperors travels around the city, the stolen gold plates, goblets and other treasure from the robbery and the skeletal remains of a human body.

     The Emperor had done a good job camouflaging the cave entrance. That is why Dunn, after eight years in prison, could not find where he had hidden the body and the treasure.

     Anyway, the cops put mini video cameras in the cave and recording devices and said they would have cops dressed like joggers and hikers watch the cave until I brought Dunn back.

     Two days later Dunn called me.

                                                                   # # #

     Dunn walked up to the bench I was sitting on. Today he was wearing a t-shirt show Hello Kitty pointing a gun at cops and the cops blowing Hello Kitty away. The caption read: Suicide by Cop.

     I thought to myself, this guy is really sick and needs to be taken off the streets.

     I took Dunn up to the cave entrance. He peered inside, looked at the pile of bones and said, “Hello, Rubin.”

     I ran like hell when the cops rushed and tackled Dunn.

     Dunn was arrested with out incident. 

     After the cops left the Emperor and I sat around enjoying just a little bit of city nature.

     I asked him about his, life his past and how the hell he had ended up like this…

     He did not answer me. I was learning that the Emperor could be very taciturn when he wanted to be.

