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"There is a kind of library that, after dark,

becomes something else entirely."

— Louisa Ivybridge, undated fragment
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Tommie's Birthday Comes Once a Year, Unfortunately
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🔍  how to plan a birthday at school using only friends, lies, and structural ambition


Tommie's birthday, it turned out, was on the fourteenth of January.

This was, I want to record, not a fact she had at any point in the four months I had known her, before the fourteenth of January, allowed to come up in casual conversation.

This was, also, not a fact she had allowed Rae to discover via any of Rae's standard methods of fact-discovery, which include the school's published student roster, the small calendar in the back of the school diary, the home-room teachers' database, and — Rae's particular favorite — the wall of birthdays in the lower-school corridor, where every student under twelve had a small paper cake taped up with a date on it.

Tommie's name was not on the lower-school wall. Tommie had, in September, when the wall went up, walked past her own paper cake on the way out of class one afternoon and quietly removed it. Tommie had then folded the cake into a small triangle and slipped it into her math textbook, where it remained, unnoticed by anyone but Tommie, for the next four months.

Tommie did this, she later explained to us, on a Saturday morning in our group chat, because — and these were her actual words, in the chat —


TOMMIE  ·  11:14i am a SUMMER baby trapped in a JANUARY birthday and i refuse to ACCEPT it

REKA  ·  11:14tommie that is, factually, a coping strategy not a fact


TOMMIE  ·  11:14RAE the FACT is i have a JANUARY birthday

TOMMIE  ·  11:14the FEELING is that i am a SUMMER baby

TOMMIE  ·  11:15therefore i refuse to do JANUARY birthday parties

LOLA  ·  11:15tommie you are turning twelve. you have to do something


TOMMIE  ·  11:16LOLA. i KNOW. that is why I am hereby announcing

TOMMIE  ·  11:16that on the night of FRIDAY 16 JANUARY 2027

TOMMIE  ·  11:16i, tamara theresa stone, am going to host

TOMMIE  ·  11:16an OFFICIALLY APPROVED, FULLY SANCTIONED

TOMMIE  ·  11:16SLEEPOVER IN THE IVYBRIDGE LIBRARY


REKA  ·  11:17tommie

REKA  ·  11:17there is no such thing

TOMMIE  ·  11:17THERE WILL BE

BEA  ·  11:18Tommie. The library has, as far as I am aware, never been used for a sleepover. Not in 140 years.

TOMMIE  ·  11:18BEA. i will be the FIRST. i am a PIONEER. i am the FIRST sleepover

LOLA  ·  11:18tommie how exactly are you going to get this 'sanctioned'


TOMMIE  ·  11:19i am working on it

TOMMIE  ·  11:19i will give a full briefing on monday

TOMMIE  ·  11:19there will be SNACKS


She gave a full briefing on Monday.

The briefing took place in the second courtyard, by the fountain, at seven fifty-three a.m., before the eight o'clock bell. Tommie had, in her left hand, a small clipboard. Tommie had, in her right hand, a thermos of hot chocolate that she had brought specifically, she said, to ensure that the meeting was “a calm meeting.”

Tommie said: — The plan is in five parts. Listen carefully. Do not interrupt. Rae, especially do not interrupt.

Rae said: — Tommie. I have not yet, in this meeting, said one word.

Tommie said: — I am pre-emptively interrupting your interruption.

She read from her clipboard.


1.  I will, today, ask Mr. Bartlett to sign a piece of paper that says he authorizes a small group of sixth-graders to spend Friday night, January 16, in the Ivybridge library for the purposes of, quote, an extended interdisciplinary reading project, end quote.

2.  Mr. Bartlett will, by Tommie's calculation, sign the paper, because Mr. Bartlett has, since the autumn play, been in a state of what Tommie called "professional gratitude" toward our group and is unlikely, by Tommie's read, to refuse a small request that does not, on its face, look like a request to break any actual rule.

3.  I will, with the signed paper, then approach Mrs. Halloway and ask for her approval. Mrs. Halloway will, by Tommie's calculation, approve, because Mrs. Halloway is, in Tommie's view, very interested in Lola's continuing relationship with the library, and because the “interdisciplinary reading project” framing is, in Tommie's words, “a frame she will pretend to believe.”

4.  I will, with both approvals, recruit a small additional set of attendees — Lola, Rae, Bea, and two girls from 6B — who together form a group small enough not to break any safety code and large enough to be plausibly a group.

5.  On the night, with the approvals in our hands, we will spend an actual, technically supervised, technically school-event night in the library — with snacks, with the foosball table that lives in the senior common room, which I have already arranged to borrow, and with absolutely no detection by any adult of the actual reason we are doing this.


Rae said: — Tommie.

Tommie said: — Yes.

Rae said: — What is the actual reason we are doing this.

Tommie said, in a voice low enough that no one passing by the fountain would have heard: — Lola has, this winter, been told by her grandmother that we need to find a way to be in this building, on a non-school night, with no surveillance other than the one Mrs. Halloway controls. The library is the only room in the building, other than the auditorium, that is on the same floor as Room 17. The library is, also, the only room in which a small group of children can plausibly spend an unsupervised night without anyone being suspicious. The library is, in other words, the only available position from which we can — by foot — visit a particular door at, for example, four a.m., without leaving the building, without setting off any alarm, and without crossing any camera-watched corridor that is not already being recorded by a person who works for us. Mr. Halász's mirror, for example, points the right way.

Bea said: — Tommie. You have thought about this much more than you have led us to believe.

Tommie said: — Bea. I have, in the last three weeks, become a person with, in fact, very organized thinking. It is highly disturbing. I do not know what is happening to me. I think it is because I turned twelve last Sunday. I am, internally, a different person.

Lola said — and I am writing this exactly, because I want to remember the moment I said it out loud, with my hand in my coat pocket, in a January morning at the fountain in the second courtyard: — Tommie. This is the best birthday party plan I have ever, in my entire life, heard from anyone.

Tommie said: — Lola. I love you. Get to class. Approvals start at lunch.
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The Two Approvals, and the Third Person Who Made Them Possible
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🔍  how to get a sixth grade sleepover approved when no sixth grade sleepover has ever been approved in 140 years


Tommie's plan, as I have learned over four months of watching Tommie execute plans, has one particular feature.

The feature is that the plan is, on average, three-quarters correct, and the remaining quarter is always a hole that Tommie does not notice, because Tommie's brain is not, by its own internal architecture, set up to notice holes.

Rae's brain, by contrast, is, by its internal architecture, designed specifically to notice holes.

This means that, in any operation we run, Tommie has the idea, and Rae fills in the hole, and the result, when it works — which, by my count, is now approximately seventy percent of the time — is something neither of them, alone, could have built.

The hole in Tommie's library-sleepover plan, which Rae identified by 7:58 a.m., was that Mrs. Halloway, for all her usefulness to us in private, could not, in public, formally approve a sleepover for a small group of sixth-graders. Mrs. Halloway, by Rae's later explanation, was bound by a school safety code that required, for any overnight stay on school premises, a minimum of two supervising adults and a written parental consent for every attending student. Mrs. Halloway could, possibly, find a way to interpret the code generously. But she could not, in writing, sign off on it.

This meant we needed a second adult.

This meant we needed an adult who was both willing to be associated with an overnight stay in a library and, simultaneously, willing to lie, very slightly, on a permission form.

Rae said, at 8:01 a.m. on the second-floor landing on our way to homeroom: — Tommie. I have, in the last three minutes, identified the second adult. His name is Mr. Halász.

Tommie said: — Rae. We cannot ask Mr. Halász.

Rae said: — Tommie. We can. He has, since November, been one of us. He has, since November, been waiting for us to ask him for something. He is, in fact, exactly the right kind of adult — invisible to the upper administration, present in the building, sympathetic to our cause, and equipped, structurally, to remain in the library after hours without anyone questioning him because, in this building, the caretaker is in the building after hours by default.

Bea said: — Rae. That is an extraordinarily good answer.

Rae said: — Bea. Thank you. I think this morning I am — and I want to be measured about this — slightly inspired.

◆  ◆  ◆

Tommie went to Mr. Bartlett at twelve fifteen.

Mr. Bartlett, in his classroom, with a sandwich in one hand and his glasses pushed up in his hair, listened to Tommie's pitch for one minute and forty seconds. He did not interrupt. He did not, when Tommie used the phrase “extended interdisciplinary reading project,” raise his eyebrows. He did not, when Tommie added that the project would, “for purposes of efficiency,” require an overnight presence in the library, ask any clarifying questions.

When
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