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Before Blackflag Christian Academy there was just home, and home was enough, even if school was part of home. 

Our school was the kitchen table some mornings and the adjustable desks other mornings, the ones that ratcheted up as you grew so the surface was always at the right height and you never outgrew them, just turned a knob and kept going. Polly's was by the window and mine was against the wall and my mother sat between us with her coffee and her teacher's edition and the day organized itself around the three of us without anyone having to try very hard.

We didn't have a bell. We had my mother saying “Alright, girls”,  and that was the same thing.

The desks had a small cubby underneath the writing surface instead of a flip top lid, open at the front, and I kept my things in mine in a specific order that made sense to me and to nobody else. Pencils on the left. Eraser beside them. Books stacked by size. There was a satisfaction to opening your cubby and finding everything where you left it that I did not know was unusual until much later.

We did our reading and our math, French, English and history and in the afternoons sometimes we coloured. Not as a reward, just as a thing you did, coloured pencils and printed pages spread across the table while the cassette player on the counter ran through Adventures in Odyssey tapes, the familiar voices filling the kitchen with their stories. I knew every episode by heart. There was one about the crucifixion that I had listened to so many times I could have recited it, the voices of the people who were there, the sound of what happened, and even knowing how it ended I listened every time like it might go differently.

It never went differently. That was the point I think. Some things you just had to keep hearing.

Gym was on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

My mother pushed the kitchen table against the wall and moved the chairs and put on Hank Snow and we waltzed. This is the truth and I am not embarrassed by it, or I am only a little embarrassed by it, or I am embarrassed by it now in the way you are embarrassed by things that were actually wonderful. My mother counted the steps and Polly and I took turns being the lead and Hank Snow sang about trains and distant places and the linoleum was cold through our socks and we waltzed in the kitchen on Tuesday and Thursday mornings and that was gym.

I thought this was normal.

I thought a lot of things were normal that turned out to be specific.

We went to church on Sundays at a small Baptist congregation where everyone knew everyone and the building was plain and the singing was sincere and afterwards the adults stood in the parking lot talking while the kids ran between the cars until someone's mother called time. The pastor had a family, a wife and three kids who were homeschooled the same as us, and we knew them the way you know people you see every week in a small place, completely and without effort.

We went on field trips sometimes with the pastor's family and one or two other families from the congregation. The science centre once. The library for a special program. And the conservatory, which I loved in a way I couldn't fully explain, the way the air changed when you walked through the doors, warm and green and dense with growing things when outside was grey and cold. I remember milkweed. I remember standing in front of it and the pastor's youngest daughter standing beside me and neither of us saying anything for a while, just looking at it, the particular milkweed smell that was slightly sweet and slightly sharp at the same time.

It was a small world. It fit around us like something made to measure.

I was happy in it. I want to say that plainly because it is true and because what comes next might make it seem otherwise. I was happy. The adjustable desk and the cassette tapes and the waltzing and the milkweed and the pastor's family and my mother's voice saying alright girls in the morning, all of it, I was happy in all of it.

But I was also ten years old and ten year olds are not always the best judges of what they need versus what they want, and what I wanted, with a suddenness that surprised even me, was gym class.
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