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Robby Adams stood on the pedestrian walkway of the 11th Street Bridge. Its span crossed the wide Arkansas River below and would take him to downtown, now that he'd left his home on 12th Street.

Or more accurately, his past home, an apartment he shared with his mom, younger brother Curtis, and until a few years back, his dad, Steve. Now, like Steve, his mom Marleen had thrown him out too, claiming Robby, having reached age eighteen that very day, was no longer her responsibility. He was to get out as surely as she'd shown Steve the door earlier. Life was short, no dress rehearsal. Why was she putting up with these nobodies in her life?

He stared at the chop on the Arkansas River far below. Not that suicide was on his mind. No, he had to get across the river, find his buddy Dack living in a van. Dack had taken to parking in metered zones once he lifted a traffic citation from a ticketed vehicle and slipped it under his windshield wiper. "Who'll ever check what car it belongs to?" was how Dack explained it.

And yet other than possibly finding Dack, Robby wasn't sure why he was out on the bridge, shifting his weight one foot to the other, standing there in the middle of that long walkway, halfway to downtown Tulsa; rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet, no clue what his motherless self—long brown hair, the beginning of a beard, and a thin, hungry build on his five foot seven frame—would do that afternoon. Maybe he and Dack could figure something out.

He slapped his thigh and started walking faster, realizing he was in the center of something huge, the bridge a link in what was left of the all-American Route 66—one historic black-and-white sign posted beside him—before the huge Interstates came in and carved up the city. Yes, on that old Route 66 you could cross all of Oklahoma, a state in the center of the lower 48, shaped like a meat cleaver in the heartland of the USA.

What did this "get your kicks on Route 66" mean if he were to ever go anywhere and be more than the nobody Mom yelled at him. Maybe he and Dack would have a beer, figure it out, once and for all.

A horn blared to his right: a barge full of Wyoming coal glided smooth as a swan downriver for eventual transport east on the rails. He wished he had as much of an idea where he was going as that barge.

He closed in on the flight of stairs down to the sidewalk of 11th Street, a sketchy downtown street: pawn shop; convenience store, fortified wines a specialty; check cashing & money transfer place; a religious-based thrift store.

For sure, Dack's fading orange Econoline had to be parked a block or so from where his flip flops hit the sidewalk, that sunless April day. He looked both ways, saw no orange van, so he crossed the street, kept going on up 11th.

There it was: Dack's Econoline, but what was he doing? He was leaving his parking spot? Robby pressed onward and ran for all he was worth. "Hey, dude," he yelled. "Wait up!"

Didn't matter. The orange Econoline resolutely drove away, pausing only at the cross street.

Then, out the corner of his eye, Robby saw why. A parking enforcement Cushman was picking its way forward. Robby guessed Dack had seen it earlier and, with no ticket under his wiper blade, had to move like pronto.

The parking meter Cushman slowly putted past Robby, stopping once to ticket a car near the end of the block, just past the empty spot Dack had left minutes before.

Robby had no idea where Dack was headed, so he decided to sit down on the sidewalk, his back against the wall of the check cashing place and let the energies come to rest, as he'd heard Dack say when doing nothing.

Five, maybe ten, minutes rolled by and Robby got to thinking back to when he first met Dack and the orange van. More than a year ago. Pure happenstance they ran into each other near where he then sat and saw that though they’d once been at Central High, they’d both gone truant full-time.

Still Dack was a year ahead of Robby, so they really knew each other only by sight. When Dack said he was living on his own out of the van, Robby was impressed. He told Dack even though he’d left school for keeps, he wasn’t ready for that. He’d just as soon live off his mom until he figured out his options. Of course, earlier that day his mom had reduced them to exactly one. Which was enough reason for him to wait for his new street buddy.

Suddenly, the orange Econoline came into view. Not one to be excited, Robby raised his open hand in a slow wave of recognition.

Dack, who saw him, pulled up to the vacant spot he'd left earlier. After the Econoline docked tightly against the curb, Robby noisily flip-flopped there.

"What're you doin' here?" blond, long-haired Dack groused, smiling and holding his lit cigarette up, while he shut off the engine.

"Same old. Just left the place. Now maybe for good." Robby looked at him with a face ready to laugh with a hint of fear.

"Hey, jump in, tell me 'bout it."

Robby opened the door, got in, took the Chesterfield King Dack offered, lit it with the van's lighter, and took a deep drag. The first of the day. It satisfied.

"I don't want to talk about it now, I'm upset," Robby replied. "I had to get out with nothing more than what I stuffed in my backpack," he said pointing to what he'd dropped on the floor mat.

"Maybe after we get a beer or two, words will come easier," Dack said.

"Maybe," Robby said. "Maybe, I don't know."

"So what're you gonna do? Now you're on the street."

"Dunno," Robby replied, his face seeming as empty as a pie tin.

"Well, don't think about it too much," Dack, sitting there, black T-shirt and ripped jeans, said. "I know it's nothing special, but I get by fine living out of this van—got an air mattress," he said, jerking his thumb backwards.

"Don't you get hassled by cops?" Robby asked.

"No, it's an art, a high-style art, you know, living on the road. Call me King of the Road."

"I like that, Robby said.

"Say it's not much, but you're welcome to share 'til you get a better idea of what you can do."

"Here?" Robby asked, unconvinced.

"Yeah, you stretch out on this bench seat, figure out something for a pillow, and have yourself a nice sleep."

"Sure, maybe for a day or so. But what do you do for like facilities?" Robby knew that had to be tricky.

Dack held up an orange juice plastic bottle. "Portable urinal. The rest is for the public restroom, the library, for sure, or—"

"Or?" Robby laughed.

"Or the river," Dack smiled. "Now tell me, dude, as long as we'll be living together for a while, how'd you get thrown out back there, that other side of the river?"
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"Yup, let's get those beers first, then I'll talk," Robby said.

"Okay, but wait here, I gotta go grab someone's parking ticket to keep around."

Robby gave him a quizzical look.

"I don't know what happened. Used to be some I kept in the glove compartment." Dack smiled.

Dack left, Robby still thinking about what had happened before he rolled out of bed that morning.

He was, trying to sleep in a bit, when his mom, Marleen, barged into the bedroom he shared with his younger brother Curtis, a fourteen-year-old Down's Syndrome dude, yes, but as usual already up, eating Coco Puffs for breakfast and watching cartoons nonstop on TV.

Marleen stood there in the open door, hands on hips, having dressed for her job waitressing at Kelstan's a few blocks away on Cincinnati Street. "There you are," she yelled at him. Robby pulled the blanket over his head as if that would make her go away. "Don't you dare try hiding from me. I've had it with you. Dropped out of high school, didn't tell me. No job, not even looking for one to help us out. You're a parasite. I've enough on my hands with Curtis, and you're as worthless as that alky father of yours, a nobody. Understand?"

"Oh, lay off, Mom. I'm tired. I need more shut-eye."

"I don't give two shits how tired you are. Today, you're eighteen, and I'm no longer legally responsible for you. I called about that. It's true."

Robby sat bolt upright. Damn, it is my birthday. He'd forgot. "You can't do that—you're heartless."

"I'm doing it." She tossed a backpack on the floor, next to the bed. "There, fill it with whatever you want to take and then leave. For good," she said with finality.

"What are you going to do, I don't go? Call the cops?"

"Don't push me, Robby. I've figured it all out. Today's your birthday, so bye-bye."

Then Curtis came in the room, standing there by Marleen, his mouth open, not saying anything, a confused look on his face. "Mom, what you yell about?"

"Curtis, get back and finish your cereal. You got milk dribbling down your face—"

"Sorry," Curtis said.

Robby looked down at the backpack. He once used it for school. What could he carry with that?

"I told you, Curtis, get back to the table and finish your Coco Puffs." `

"Mom, why you talk loud to Robby? He done nothing."

Marleen gave Curtis a hard stare. "Curtis, get over there right now. You're enough of a bother all by yourself. Why did I ever deserve this? My two sons, an idiot and his deadbeat brother."

Robby shot a glance at Curtis and was speechless.

"Okay," Curtis said, shuffling away.

Marleen looked at her wristwatch. "Nine fifty-two. You've got until eleven to get out."

"But I don't have any money," Robby protested. "How will I eat?"

"You'll figure out something. Go see your dad, beg him. You know where he works."

"Sure. Like he broke that beer bottle side of my head last time he was here."

"He'll feed you. Blood's thicker than water."

"Yeah, on my bleeding head. I learned that much."

"I've got things to do. Just get packing."

"Whatever," Robby said sullenly.

Marleen walked back to the kitchen, got on the phone, talked with Kari the neighbor who had a key, made sure she'd check in on Curtis about twelve-thirty while she was away at work, explained Robby wouldn't be around, and said the fridge leftovers were to microwave for Curtis. She'd be home by four, no worries. Marleen said she really appreciated Kari stepping in; she was so stretched with all the demands on her time, and she needed just this one check-in for Curtis.

Robby looked the room over, not sure where to start. Like, what was he supposed to do with his skateboard, a longboard model, resting against the far wall? How the hell am I supposed to get that in the backpack? This is the shits, he thought. I do all this crap helping out with Curtis, keeping him safe best I can. What do I frigging get for that? Sorry, replaced by a neighbor downstairs who stops by, checks in, like she's feeding some damn cat while you're out. I don't get it. I can't believe this family is blowing up before my eyes. Become an adult. Sure, what if I found school, all that, just boring me blind? I just need space and a little time to figure things out. And I've got a dad that breaks beer bottles on my head and a mother that kicks me out of the house without so much as a sandwich to go. And then there's Curtis, who in his own way, pretty much sums up a going-nowhere family.
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After replaying in his head that blowup, Robby recalled how with heavy steps he trod out of the apartment and up the street. He headed for the river.

His shelter and what little security he had for the last eighteen years were gone.

What a birthday present Marleen gave him! She must've counted the days after she found she could legally wash her hands of him.

He mused, A roof over my head until I figured out what to do with my life. Was that asking too much?

He'd been poor all his life. His parents, even when both worked, which wasn't always, made squat. Compared to everyone else he knew, his family was poor. He figured that out early on.

How was it, he thought, moving with quicker steps, that he was always the one in his class with nothing?

In school, he was the one who did without. Other guys would come up to show off their latest electronic gizmos. They had boom boxes, Walkmans with headphones. After that, smartphones that did everything. And what did he have? The only electronics  he had was an old transistor radio his dad bragged he fished out of someone's trash can.

Robby loved having his own radio, even with the tinny speaker. It was his escape from life's problems, something he could hold in one hand and take everywhere.

That little radio had become like a Teddy Bear companion, so it was the first thing he tossed in his backpack.

Robby leaned into the weight on his shoulder, saw ahead only two more blocks until the 11th Street Bridge.

Yeah, getting to that bridge, standing on it, looking at the moving water that came hundreds of miles from upstream and went downstream reminded him how one might be able to live without being held back by parents, who were losers. Or by school teachers, who were essentially power-mad sadists. People messed up everything.

That's why right there walking on the bridge, he liked being where he didn't have to look at people. Too often, they only reminded him of what he didn't have. That's why he'd come to the bridge, the river.

Sure, that was it. That was also why he had to quit school. Everyone around him was always better off. They just reminded him how poor he was. How all his clothes came from the thrift stores. How it all added up, really, to what he had in the backpack, except, of course, for the skateboard. He'd get that later.

Yeah, standing on the bridge, he didn't need other people around to let him know he was poor. Poor he might be, but he knew there had to be a way to get on in the world without all these silly rules.

He picked up his steps, hiked up the backpack shoulder straps, and closed in on last few yards. This is it, he thought, finally mounting the walkway, a concrete strip wide enough for pedestrians and the odd bicyclist.

The walkway had a rough surface, so even in drenching rain, it would not be slippery. Which was reassuring, given the paralyzing thought a walker might lose his balance, his feet slipping. And, defying physics, perhaps, he'd tumble over the side of the bridge and most likely die instantly from impact or more slowly by drowning. There was no forgiveness in falling off the 11th Street Bridge.

The smell of the air blowing past hit him. He was, if only briefly, in a valley of water through the city. No more smells of car fumes or truck diesel fumes. Or the radiant heat of buildings and stubborn concrete.

His world had softened and his dead sense of smell had come alive to the fresh tang of the river water, cool breezes teasing him, and harsh sunlight breaking apart in the fractals on a water surface always in motion.

Robby smiled. This was life as it should be. He had as much right to all his eyes took in as anybody. It was something to be tossed out of his home. It was consoling to know he could never lose what was in front of him in the rushing, choppy waters. He was homeless, true, but his home was now the world. He just had to make sense of it.

Robby looked ahead, saw he had a look-see or so to the bridge crown, where the walkway would start going down. The halfway mark.

He wasn't in a rush. Had no idea of what he had to do once he got there. No rush at all. He then thought of what he'd left behind. The skateboard; he had to go back and get that once he'd figured out where he'd keep stuff.

And then there was Curtis, his brother four years behind him and as some people put it, Curtis was slow. Curtis would never be a rocket scientist. And, like Robby, might never get a high school diploma.

His brother had a hard road ahead, but he wasn't Robby's problem. That was Mom's. Marleen was stuck with him for who knows how long. That's probably why she threw Robby out. One less mouth to feed.

He didn't know what to make of it. His whole family, in where they were going, were all as retarded as Curtis. Just Curtis was obvious.

Maybe it was for the best he left. He had a quarter coin, his last, in his pocket. He went to the railing, leaned over, dropped the coin in the river. For luck. It took forever to fall, seeming to circle on the long way down. Then, Robby heard the slightest toonk and the quarter was gone.
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Dack returned with a filched parking ticket and got in. Robby, sitting beside him, kept his mouth stubbornly shut. He wasn't about to think out loud what he had been replaying in his mind the last few minutes, and especially what he had to do next.

He felt he was floating, going who knows where as some big brown Hefty trash bag bouncing on that Arkansas River he'd just crossed.

"Hey, glum face, let's get those beers. You look like you need a spiritualized boost, 'specially today," Dack said.

"Yuh, how'd you feel you had to leave your place?"

"I left on my own terms," Dack said. "I had this van, knew I'd be okay."

"You're right. I could use a beer," Robby replied. "But maybe one of those fishwiches at McDonald's first thing. I didn't even get breakfast. Not even a piece of toast." Robby drew a long face, as if being kicked out was slowly sinking in. He was lucky he saw Dack and his orange van.

"You got any money?" Dack asked.

"Yeah, a little. I've been pulling a twenty every now and then from Mom's money jar. For my cigs, you know—the outside expenses."

"Say, figure out how to make some money," Dack said excitedly. "Once I decided to live out of the van, I didn't need much. No rent makes life way easier."

"I agree," Robby said. "I thought I'd start with a sleeping bag, sleep outside."

Dack turned the key in the ignition, checked his rear view mirror, preparing to pull out. "Next stop, McD's, bud."

They got to the McDonald's on Boston Avenue, near the I-44 off-ramp, parked, and went inside.

Robby looked up at the menu overhead. "Look at that," he said. "Buy the fishwich, get another one for a dollar. BOGO, yes. Want one?"

"Nah, I'm not a fish guy. Why don'cha eat both? Your breakfast, lunch, dinner rolled into one."

"Sounds great. We'll sit here, you can watch me eat."

"Hey, I can go for chicken nuggets."

"Okay, but what about the beer?"

"Sure, later. That'll put a nice glow on the sun going down. I'm trying to be serious, see, not drink middle of the day. Like if I'm driving, stopped by a cop?" Dack held back a laugh.

"Hey, this is good," Robby said, biting into his soft bun, his teeth pulling off a chunk of fried fish slathered in tartar sauce—the way he liked it.

Dack dipped a chicken nugget in ketchup, took a suck of his Coke. "See that guy over there," Dack said, pointing to a uniformed security guard. "They had some holdups downtown. Can't take the chance, 'spose."

"Don't they just put their cash in a safe, their register gets full?"

"Yeah, something like that. These places get so much cash, the Brink's guys have to stop by twice every twenty-four hours. See stores want everybody to pay with plastic or their phone. Cash is really a headache to have around."

"How much cash you think they get?" Robby asked.

"No idea. Busy location like this, probably millions—every month."

"You shittin' me?" Robby asked.

"No, bud. Count it up. See those registers. Always ringing. Fast food and fast money. Millions every month."

"Maybe I should get a job here," Robby said. "You know, with access to the till, sticky fingers, a twenty or two would keep me going a long, long time."

"And all the Big Macs you could eat," Dack laughed.

"Maybe I can do better. This gotta be unhealthy, eat it all the time. I'd end up like him." Robby pointed to a guy, had to be closing in on three hundred pounds, busting out of his red plaid shirt, untucked from his Dickies chinos that were ready to split open like some dropped watermelon. "You like those nuggets?" Robby asked.

"Why you ask?" Dack replied.

"Oh, just not for me. I guess I made up my mind, go somewhere, find something I like and stick with it. Like the breakfast burrito at Taco Bell, all I eat there. The pastrami at Subway, every time."

"Why?" Dack asked.

"Less to think about, you know. Don't want to discover something I don't like."

"Yeah, you have a point there. Why go stuffing yourself if it doesn't sit well with you."

"Yeah, I look forward to the smell of a good burp afterwards. Shit, why bother eating or drinking anything if you can't smile about it."

"Exactly. Some of the stuff
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