
Count the Shelf

Stories today. Skills for life.
© 2026 Nussbaum Mind. All rights reserved. | NussbaumMind.com 1

Count the Shelf
Chapter 1: The Flop
On Sunday morning, Masha makes the babka, and the babka is a disaster.

She is practicing for the midwinter bake sale - the real one, the school one, where her babka
has its own following among the mothers - and she is doubling the recipe this year, because
last year it sold out by eleven.

Masha has been the family's babka girl for two years. It started with her grandmother's recipe
card and a rainy Sunday, and now there are people at the sale who ask for it by name. This is
worth remembering, later today.

Everything goes wrong in slow motion. The dough is sticky and then suddenly not. The filling
leaks. The twist untwists. And the finished cake, when she cuts it, is dry at the edges and raw in
the middle, which is a combination that should not be physically possible.

Her little brother takes one bite and says, "It tastes like the box it could have come in," which is
the kind of thing only a nine-year-old can say and live.

Masha scrapes the whole thing into the garbage. Eight cups of flour, gone.

Chapter 2: The Jump
Here is what happens next, and it happens fast.

By lunch, the flop is no longer a flop. It is proof.

I can't bake, Masha thinks to herself by lunch, and the thought sounds, horribly, like a verdict
being read out. I never could. The good babkas were luck, or the recipe, or Mama's oven.
Twelve-year-olds can follow a recipe. It was never me.

By supper, she has composed the message to Zelda, the bake-sale coordinator, dropping her
name from the bakers' list. She does not send it. She just holds it, like a toothache.

At the table, she eats quietly and lets her little brother carry the conversation. Mama watches
her and says nothing yet.

The strange part - she will see this later - is the speed. One cake, at nine in the morning. A
whole verdict by noon. The flop did not argue its case. It did not have to. Her mind did all the
work for it, in the language of never and always and can't.

The worst part is that the verdict is comfortable. That is the thing nobody warns you about. If
she was never a baker, then the flop is not her fault and the sale is not her problem and
nothing is expected of her ever again. The verdict is a blanket. It is heavy and it smells bad and
it is warm.
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Chapter 3: Mama's Shelf
At supper, Masha announces she is dropping from the bake sale.

Mama does not argue. Mama asks one question.

"What did you bake this term?"

"A flop," Masha says. "Today."

"I asked what you baked this term," Mama says, "not today. One cake is one cake, Masha.
Count the shelf."

"The shelf?"

"The notebook on the shelf," Mama says. "You write down every bake. Go count the term, and
then tell me the verdict again."

Masha does not go right away. She does the dishes first, before anyone asks, loudly, the way a
person does chores when she wants to be seen being useful without being talked to. Her little
brother asks if she is sick. She says no. It is not exactly a lie, but it is not the truth either - she is
something, even if sick is not the word for it.

Then she goes, mostly to prove to Mama that the notebook will agree with the verdict.

She takes it down from the shelf - it is an actual shelf, the kitchen one, between the recipe box
and the good candlesticks - and sits at the table with it, and opens to September.

Chapter 4: The Evidence
The baking notebook is where Masha writes every bake - the recipe, the changes, how it came
out. She started it in September, for fun.

She counts the term.

Ten bakes written in the notebook. Nine came out good or better - the Rosh Hashana honey
cake that her uncle asked about twice, the cinnamon twists that sold first at the last sale, three
rounds of Shabbos cookies with no survivors. One came out fine. The eleventh bake, today's, is
still a blank page - and it flopped.

She reads the notes too, not only the scores. September: "honey cake - uncle asked twice."
October: "twists - gone first." Small proud sentences she wrote and forgot. The notebook turns
out to be a nicer room than her head is. It has evidence on the walls.

She reads her own notes on the good ones, in her own handwriting: "doubled the filling, worth
it." "Oven runs hot, rotate at half." "Brought one to the neighbors; they asked for the recipe,
gave them the card."

She had forgotten the neighbors. The verdict had forgotten them too, or never knew them.

The verdict says: never, always, can't. The notebook says: nine out of ten, with notes.
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The notebook doesn't know about today, she thinks. Then, turning it over: The verdict doesn't
know about the notebook.

She turns to today's page, which is still blank, and looks at the blank a moment, then thinks
back over the bake. And here is the second thing: the flop has a likely explanation, and she
already suspects it. She doubled the recipe and did not change the baking time. Her own
September note says the oven runs hot.

One flop, with a likely cause. Nine good, with notes.

Chapter 5: The Two Columns
Before bed, Masha writes today's page in the notebook, and at the bottom she puts the two
versions side by side.

The jump says: I can't bake. I never could. The good ones were luck.

The evidence says: nine good bakes this term, one fine, one flop. The flop has a likely
explanation. A likely explanation can be tested.

She looks at the two columns for a long time.

It is not that the left column is false, exactly. Today happened. The babka was bad. It is that the
left column is one day, wearing the costume of a whole life.

The jump used the biggest words in the language - never, always, can't - on the evidence of
one morning. A verdict that big needs more than one witness, and today is only one witness,
and today is not even an honest one, because today had a reason.

One cake is one cake, she writes at the bottom, in the margin, where she will see it next time. A
verdict needs more than one witness.

She does not send the message to Zelda.

Chapter 6: The Second Batch
The next Sunday, Masha bakes the babka again.

Not to prove anything - that would be the jump working the other side, needing the good batch
to mean she is a genius forever. Just to get data. One batch, un-doubled, oven rotated at half,
the way her own September note says.

Her hands are a little shaky at the twist. The verdict offers a preview: if this one flops too, you'll
know. Masha lets it talk. A preview is not a verdict either.

The babka comes out right. Not miraculous. Right - glossy, twisted, cooked through, the
chocolate in layers.

She writes it in the notebook: batch twelve. Good. Likely cause of last week's flop: the doubling,
maybe with the hot oven helping. One batch is a strong hint, not a proof - she changed two
things at once, and she knows it.
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The verdict does not apologize. Verdicts like that never do. But the notebook has a term in it
now, and the term is louder.

Her little brother asks for a piece. She cuts him one, and watches him take the bite, and he
says, "Okay, THIS one doesn't taste like a box," which is as close to an apology as
nine-year-olds come.

She saves a piece for Mama and wraps it in foil, and writes nothing on the foil at all, because
the notebook on the shelf has already said everything there is to say.

Mama eats the piece standing up at the counter, the way mothers taste things, and says,
"Noted," which is the family's joke about the notebook, and which means: good.

Chapter 7: The Sale
The midwinter sale is on a Wednesday, and the gym smells like a bakery's back room, and the
babka sells out by ten-thirty, and that is not the interesting part.

A woman asks for the recipe. Masha gives her the card, the way she gave it to the neighbors,
and does not say "it was luck," because it was not luck, she has a notebook that says so.

The interesting part is a ninth-grader two tables down, whose first fancy batch - something with
a lattice top - came out pale and sagging, and who is currently telling Zelda she is "just not a
baker" and should never have signed up.

Masha hears the never, and recognizes the accent.

"One batch is one batch," she says, not unkindly. "What else did you bake this term?"

The girl blinks. "This is my first term."

"Then before this term. Anything. At home counts."

The girl thinks. "Kichelech with my grandmother. Like, a hundred times. And the honey cake at
yontif that nobody fights over because it always works."

"Then you have the start of a shelf," Masha says. "A hundred kichelech and a honey cake,
against one lattice. The lattice does not get to vote against the hundred."

The girl almost smiles. "It came out really pale, though."

"So it has a cause," Masha says. "Mine flopped this term - doubled recipe, same baking time. I
found the cause by writing the bake down. Yours has one too. Was the oven hot? Did you open
the door early?"

"I opened the door about six times," the girl admits.

"There you go - a likely cause to test next batch," Masha says. "Count your shelf and find your
cause. 'Not a baker' is not a cause. It's just a big word."

Zelda, who has been pretending not to listen from two feet away, stops pretending and smiles
into the money box.
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Chapter 8: Batch Thirteen
That night, Masha writes the last page of the term.

The house is quiet. The notebook is full enough now that it opens with a little resistance, the
pages wavy from kitchen steam.

Batch thirteen: the sale babka. Doubled - carefully this time, with the time adjusted and the
oven watched. Sold out by ten-thirty. Notes: doubling works if you treat it like its own recipe.

She reads the page over. The full term, in ink: nine good, one fine, one flop with its likely
explanation, and then batches twelve and thirteen, both good. Nothing hidden. Nothing fatal.
She writes one more line at the bottom, small, because it is the line the whole notebook exists
for: the flop is on the shelf too, and the shelf holds.

She closes the notebook and puts it back on the shelf between the recipe box and the good
candlesticks, where it will be, the next time a single morning tries to hold a trial.

Eight activities

Activity 1: The speed of the jump
From the story, trace the timeline: when was the flop, and when was the verdict? What
language does the jump use? Why does the speed matter?

Activity 2: Jump or evidence?
Label each sentence J (the jump - a forever-verdict from one event) or E (evidence - countable
fact).

1. "I can't bake. I never could."

2. "Nine good bakes this term, one fine, one flop."

3. "The good ones were luck."

4. "I doubled the recipe and didn't change the time."

5. "If this one flops too, you'll know."

6. "Oven runs hot, rotate at half." Which two sound like facts but are actually the jump in
disguise?

Activity 3: The two columns
Masha writes the jump and the evidence side by side. What does she notice about the size of
the jump's words compared to its witnesses? Explain "a verdict needs more than one witness."



Count the Shelf

Stories today. Skills for life.
© 2026 Nussbaum Mind. All rights reserved. | NussbaumMind.com 6

Activity 4: Bake arithmetic (all numbers made up for practice)
A girl bakes 12 times this term. 8 bakes are good, 2 are fine, 2 flop. What fraction flops? What
percent is that? If she drops out over the 2 flops, how many of the 12 is she ignoring? Show
your steps.

Activity 5: Not a verdict either way
Masha refuses to let the good second batch prove she is a genius forever. Why is that the same
skill, not a different one? What would be the jump version of batch twelve?

Activity 6: Draw the notebook
Draw the notebook open to today's page: the bake notes, the two columns at the bottom, the
margin line. Only what can be seen - no labels for feelings. Caption with one line from the story.

Activity 7: Yenty's serve - planning for a fictional case
A teen named Yenty has been practicing her serve for the school team all term, and at one
practice she cannot land a single one; by the ride home she "knows" she is hopeless. Write the
jump sentence her mind offers, the evidence questions she could count instead, and what a fair
next-practice plan looks like. One sentence each, with names.

Activity 8: Word grid
Find eight words left to right. Row/column numbering begins at 1.

Q Z J U M P W B F Y
G H U P L F L O P S
C O U N T I Q Z X J
K V S H E L F H U P
L M N O B A T C H E
A C A K E J K V W B
F Y G N I N E M N O
R S T C D R E A L Z
X J K V W B F Y G H
U P L M N O R S T C

JUMP, FLOP, COUNT, SHELF, BATCH, CAKE, NINE, REAL. Which word names the move the mind
makes on one morning's evidence, and which word names what Masha counts instead?


