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You ever had real cornbread?

Like from a cast iron skillet stuck in the oven to preheat while you mix the batter? A hot, hot oven. So hot that before you open the door you have to put oven mitts on your hands.

And when you take the cast iron skillet out, you pour in a little melted butter and it hisses, the skillet’s that hot, and then you pour in the batter and it starts to brown and puff around the edges even before you put the skillet back in.

That kind of cornbread, that’s the kind I mean.
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You got your various cornbreads, my dad used to say. You got your nonsweet southern, your sweetish northern. And then you got your dad’s cornbread.

The way he said it was like he was speaking in boldface. You know?

Dad’s cornbread.

He used to put it together from a recipe in his head. Maybe I’ll try to make it tonight. I do that sometimes, try to re-create the recipe. Try to make it come out the way his did.

I keep the cast iron skillet in my closet. Eggs in the fridge. Butter. No milk, but that’s okay. Water works.
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Sometimes you got to walk the day out of you. You know? Walk it right out through the soles of your feet.

Dollar Only’s closed now, my shift is over, it’s Tuesday night, which means my mom’s got the overnight shift and she’s not going to notice if I’m not home.

The night and its sidewalks are right out that door.

Wring out the mop, empty the bucket, sign out. Say goodbye to Major Tom, waiting to lock up and exit out the back door to his car.

Major Tom, he’s not a walker. Most people aren’t. But I am.
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Tonight the air itself is dark. That happens sometimes. It’s not just the lack of sun, it’s the presence of darkness.

If you’re a walker, a real walker, your feet can figure out the right route. Sometimes the right route is one that goes past the places you love, like the cathedral, like the park off Whittier, like the Grand Central Market and its stalls.

Sometimes the right route is the route not past other places, places you maybe love but can’t walk by right now.

Like Playa’s house.

Like the blessings store.

Like the river bridge over Fourth Street.
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Let your feet find the way. You’ll know it when they do. Then let the day drain out of you. Let whatever comes into your head just float around in there.

What’s in there tonight? Cornbread. Black cast iron cornbread like my dad used to make.

And that raggy little blanket Playa used to carry to school in her backpack, back in elementary school.

And the case in the back of the blessings store, a hundred blessings all numbered in Chinese.

To unbreak your broken heart.

To make a cloud of safety around you.

To light at night for peace.
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How I got the job at Dollar Only was I saw the ad posted in the corner of the window.

So why here? said Major Tom. Why Dollar Only?

I need to start saving up. College.

And where did you see our ad?

Well, I walk past here pretty much every day. On the way to school.

Ah, school. Where do you go?

Mountain High.

Oh yes? There’s a song called “Rocky Mountain High.” You ever hear it?

Um, yeah. My mom likes that song.

Well, you tell your mom she’s got good taste! Can you work nights and weekends?



[image: Images]



This interview was in Major Tom’s office, which is what he calls it even though it’s a closet next to the employee bathroom that he shoved a desk and roller chair into.

There’s a big corkboard on the wall that he pins motivational quotes on.

If you can dream it, you can do it.

With the new day comes new strength and new thoughts.

A life lived without purpose is no life at all.

If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.

It’s like he intentionally searched for the lamest quotes in the history of the world. You know?
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Walk one day out and another day in: home, school, work.

At first I used to call Major Tom by his name, Mr. Montalvo.

But he doesn’t want me to. Call me Tom, Will!

Which at first I interpreted as him wanting to be called Tom Will, which is weird. But no. Will’s my name and Tom’s his name, the name he wants me to call him.

I’d been there a week at this point, and already I knew that Dollar Only is pretty much his life.

Some people, they’re like that. They smile in a kind of helpless way.



[image: Images]



So I did what I do with people like Major Tom: jump in and start giving them shit. Then they feel included. Like they’re part of the world, like they have actual friends. Like someone sees them.

Why I started calling him Major Tom?

Because he likes music, and he’s about my mom’s age, so I figure he must know that Bowie song, that “Space Oddity” one she loves. About Major Tom.

Bowie was old but cool. So a nickname like Major Tom would make Mr. Montalvo feel cool.

Which it does. Because how could it not? I mean, Bowie.
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Music is the refuge of the lonely, my dad used to say.

That, and Carry on, my wayward son.

And Don’t let the bastards get you down.

And a bunch of other things. But those are the ones I think about the most. Music isn’t only the refuge of the lonely, but still, I know what he meant. Like with Major Tom.

“Ground control to Major Tom,” I say over the loudspeaker when I need Mr. Montalvo at the register.

“Commencing countdown! Engines on!” is what he usually says. Right back over the loudspeaker. And then he hurries right over.
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