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The Ending on the Wall
Chapter 1: The Coats by the Door
The after-school homework club meets in the second-floor classroom on Tuesdays and
Thursdays, and it ends, officially, at five o'clock.

Officially. In practice it ends when it ends - five-ten, five-twenty, once five-forty when a
fractions question opened a crack in the world. Talli runs the club for eight seventh-graders,
and she has always thought of the running-over as generosity. Look how much help they are
getting. Look at me, not watching the clock.

Downstairs, by the front door, the mothers stand in their coats and watch the clock for her.

She sees them properly for the first time on a wet Thursday in November. She comes down to
walk a girl to the door and finds the whole receiving line: four mothers and a grandmother,
shifting their weight, checking the stairs, checking the time, doing the polite waiting that is
really a kind of arithmetic - I have soup on, I have a baby in the car, I have a boss who counted
my leaving at four-forty as a favor. Nobody complains. That is the worst part. They have clearly
learned there is no point.

One girl comes down the stairs ahead of her and gets not a hug but a look, the quick tight look
that means you are in trouble for something you could not control.

The girl did not make the club late. Talli did.

She stands at the top of the stairs and lets that land. The ending, she thinks to herself, is part
of the promise. I have been breaking it twenty minutes at a time and calling it kindness.

Chapter 2: The Girl Who Packs Early
Once she looks, she sees it everywhere.

The girl in the second row - the one whose mother waits with the baby - starts packing at
four-forty. Not because she is lazy. Because she has learned, the way children learn weather,
that the last quarter of the club is a coin flip: it might be teaching, or it might be Talli chasing a
thought while she sits with her coat on her lap, learning nothing, spending the goodwill she will
need at home.

Two girls have already stopped coming. Talli assumed sports. Her co-helper, an
eleventh-grader who walks the little ones to the door, sets her straight: "Their mothers pulled
them. Five o'clock meant five o'clock at those houses, and it didn't mean it here."

The club is not dying of bad teaching, Talli realizes. It is dying of leakage - the slow, invisible
kind, where nothing is ever wrong enough to complain about, so people just quietly leave.
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Chapter 3: The Closing Routine
On Sunday night she rebuilds the club around its ending, the way you would rebuild a boat
around its plug.

She does it with a notebook and a cold eye. Where does the time actually go? The settle takes
twelve minutes some days because girls trickle in and she lets the start drift too - she sees now
that a drifting start licenses a drifting finish. The questions balloon because there is no shape
telling anyone - including Talli - when a question is for the room and when it is for the tomorrow
card. And the end dissolves because nothing in the room says the end is real.

The new shape goes on the wall, in marker, where everyone can see it: 4:00 - SETTLE AND
QUESTIONS. 4:50 - LAST QUESTION. 4:55 - PACK AND PREVIEW. 5:00 - OUT.

The pack-and-preview is her invention and she is prouder of it than of anything else in the plan:
five minutes to close the books and say, out loud, one thing each girl will do first tomorrow. It
means the learning ends with a handle on it, instead of dissolving mid-thought.

And the last-question rule has a partner, because a rule that only cuts things off is half a rule:
anything unfinished goes on the tomorrow card - an index card per girl, first thing she sees
next session. Nothing is dropped. It is only postponed, in writing, with her name on it.

"You're ending mid-sentence some days," the co-helper says, reading the wall.

"Yes," Talli says. "On purpose. People plan on the stop time. The stop is part of the teaching."

Chapter 4: Mid-Sentence
The first Thursday under the new shape tests exactly the thing she knew it would test.

At 4:52, the girl in the second row is three lines from the end of a problem she has fought all
week - genuinely fighting it, genuinely winning - and Talli can feel the whole room rooting for
the rule to bend. The co-helper is watching her. The marker on the wall says 4:55 PACK.

"Tomorrow card," Talli says, gently. "You are three lines from beating this thing, and I am not
letting you lose the fight - I'm parking it." She writes it herself: fractions, page 40, finish the last
three lines FIRST. "You'll walk in Tuesday and finish it before you even sit down. That's a better
story than finishing it while your mother waits downstairs doing arithmetic."

The girl looks at the card, then at Talli, and decides - visibly, the way seventh-graders decide -
to trust it. She packs.

At 5:00, the door opens and eight girls go down the stairs, and Talli watches four mothers do a
small, confused double-take at the time, as if the building has told them a joke.

The grandmother is the one who says it, buttoning her coat, to nobody in particular: "Five
o'clock. Like a bus." She does not say it as a compliment exactly. She says it as a fact she will
have to verify a few more times before she believes it, which is fair, which is exactly how trust
gets rebuilt: on evidence, not on announcements.
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Chapter 5: The Arithmetic of Trust
It takes three weeks for the new shape to show its accounts, and then they show all at once.

The girls start bringing their real question first. It turns out that when the end is fixed, the
beginning gets honest - nobody saves the hard problem for the drifting last quarter anymore,
because there is no drifting last quarter, there is a tomorrow card with your name on it. The
pack-and-preview, which Talli invented as a courtesy, becomes the girls' favorite part: each
one leaves carrying one clear next step instead of a fog.

The girl in the second row stops packing at four-forty. She works to 4:55 like everyone else,
because the coin flip is gone. Her preview one Thursday is so exactly what she needs -
"tomorrow I finish the last three lines FIRST" - that Talli has to look at the wall for a second. The
parking worked. The fight was still there Tuesday, right where the card left it, and the girl
finished it before she sat down, and told everyone, twice.

And the mothers - Talli hears this third-hand, through the co-helper, who hears everything -
have started saying a new sentence: the club runs on time. Not the club is warm, or the club is
helpful, though it is those. On time. The way you'd say a bus route is good.

One mother says it to Talli's face, with the baby on her hip: "I leave work by your five o'clock.
You have no idea what that's worth." Talli has some idea. She has been doing the arithmetic of
waiting on the wrong side of the stairs.

Chapter 6: The Almost-Break
The real test comes the week before the seventh grade's midterm, and it comes disguised as
common sense.

Thursday, 4:55, and the room is HOT - the girls are deep in a review game Talli made, shouting
out answers, and the energy is the kind a teacher dreams about. "Can't we finish the round?"
someone begs. "It's midterms! Ten more minutes!"

Every instinct Talli has says yes. This is learning! This is the good part! The rule is for ordinary
days, not for THIS -

And then she thinks: the mothers downstairs cannot see the game. They can only see the door.
The rule is exactly for the days when breaking it feels noble, because those are the days it is
actually a promise.

"New shape for midterm week," she announces instead, and writes it on the wall: TUESDAY:
REVIEW EXTRA, 4:00-5:20, SIGNED UP IN ADVANCE. "Next Tuesday we run long - on purpose,
announced, and your mothers know before you do. Twenty planned minutes. Today we end at
five, like the wall says."

Every girl signs up for the extra. Every girl also goes home on time Thursday. The co-helper
raises an eyebrow: both things, at once.

"Planned is fine," Talli says. "Drift is the betrayal."
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Chapter 7: The Two Who Left
In December, one of the girls who stopped coming comes back.

She stands in the doorway on a Tuesday with her bag and a look that dares the club to waste
her again, and Talli just points at the wall: the shape, the times, the marker. The girl reads it,
unsmiling, and then reads the tomorrow card with her name still in the box - the co-helper kept
it, eight weeks, just in case - and something in her shoulders comes down.

Her mother catches Talli after. "I heard it ends when it says now." Not warm, not cold. Testing.

"Five o'clock," Talli says. "The ending is part of the promise. It took me too long to learn it, so I
wrote it on the wall where I can't un-know it."

The mother looks at the wall for a long moment. "All right," she says, and it is not a hug either,
but it is not the look from the stairs.

By midwinter the club has a waiting list - a waiting list, for homework help - and the art club
downstairs copies the closing routine off the wall, marker and all. The art club's teacher thanks
Talli as if Talli invented something brilliant, and Talli does not have the heart to say the whole
invention is: the clock on the wall means what it says, even when the room begs.

Chapter 8: Her Own Wall
The last thing Talli changes is not the club's. It is hers.

Her own evenings have the same leak the club had: she sits down to study at eight, and the
evening ends when it ends - eleven, eleven-thirty - and she has been calling it diligence the
way she used to call the overage generosity. Her mother finds her asleep on her notes twice a
month and says nothing, which is its own arithmetic.

So on the first Sunday of midwinter vacation, Talli takes a fresh index card and writes her own
shape on it: 8:00 - START. 9:50 - LAST PROBLEM. 9:55 - PACK AND PREVIEW. 10:00 - DONE. She
tapes it to the wall above her own desk, where she can't un-know it.

The first night, 9:50 finds her mid-problem - a geometry proof, one line from landing, the whole
thing glowing - and she laughs out loud, alone in her room, because of course it does. This is
exactly what the girls feel like at 4:52. She had thought she was past needing the lesson; she
was only past needing it at the club. She writes herself a tomorrow card - the way she would for
any girl she was responsible for - and closes the notebook at ten.

The notebook closes easily. It turns out it was never the work that needed discipline. It was the
ending.

Eight activities

Activity 1: Remember the story
1. What does Talli see on the wet Thursday in November, and what does she conclude?
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2. Write the new shape of the club from the wall, with its times.

3. What is the tomorrow card, and how does it work with the last-question rule?

4. How does Talli handle the midweek review game at 4:55?

Activity 2: Fact or guess
1. Two girls left the club because of sports. Fact / Guess

2. The pack-and-preview becomes the girls' favorite part. Fact / Guess

3. Talli lets the review game run ten minutes over because it is midterms. Fact / Guess

4. The girl who returns finds her tomorrow card still in the box. Fact / Guess

Activity 3: Think and write
1. "The mothers can only see the door." What does Talli mean, and why does it make the noble
days the dangerous ones?

2. What is the difference between the extra twenty minutes in Chapter 6 and the usual drift?

3. "It was never the work that needed discipline. It was the ending." Explain in your own words.

Activity 4: Apply it - Mussy's practice
1. Mussy runs a Sunday music practice for four younger girls, supposed to end at noon. It
always ends at 12:30, and one father has started honking. (a) Design Mussy's wall: give the
shape with times, including a closing routine. (b) A girl is mid-song at 11:50, in the last
run-through, and playing beautifully. What does Mussy do, using the story's two tools?

2. The girls beg to run long next week for the recital. What does Mussy offer, and what must
happen before the girls tell their parents?

3. "People plan on the stop time." Name one person who plans on YOUR stop times, and what
your drift costs them.

Activity 5: Scrambled words (from the story)
1. BULC

2. KAPC

3. RUSTT

4. LARLYE

Activity 6: Word work
Match each word to its meaning from the story.

1. leakage a. put off in writing, not dropped
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2. drift b. losing people slowly, with nothing big enough to complain about

3. postponed c. ending later and later without ever deciding to

4. closing routine d. the fixed last steps that make an ending clean

Activity 7: Word search
Find the eight words hidden in the grid. All words run left to right.

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

The eight words: CLUB, CLOCK, PACK, TRUST, PROMISE, ENDING, WAITING, EARLY.

Activity 8: Your turn - your wall
Pick one recurring thing you are part of - a practice, a chaburah, a family routine, your own
evening. Write its wall: start, last-thing, pack-and-preview, done. Then write two lines on what
the tomorrow card would hold first.


