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outsiderness

out·sid·er  (out-sī′dər)

n.

1.

a. One who is excluded from or does not belong to a group, association, or set.

b. One who is isolated or detached from the activities or concerns of his or her own community.

2. A contestant given little chance of winning; a long shot.

outsiderness (ˌaʊtˈsaɪdənəs)

n

the state of being an outsider

—Collins English Dictionary 

Complete and Unabridged, 

12th Edition 2014 

HarperCollins Publishers

_______________________________________Outsideness refers to the sense of self as outside the world of others. It is an early factor influential in developing both the sense of self and the regard for others and otherness. Separation is one form of outsideness, where individuals are separated physically, psychologically, or symbolically from their normal lives.

—https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23327003/,

accessed 02.26.25
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The Art of Disappearing

PIPER

IF I COULD DRAW MYSELF out of existence, I would have done it by now. Instead, I sit in the back row of AP English, sketching swirling vines around the edge of my notebook, pretending I’m not here, not in this class, not in this town, and definitely not in this skin.

“Piper Quesenberry,” Mr. Daniels says, his voice sharp enough to slice through the quiet room. “Would you like to share your thoughts on The Outsiders or are you going to doodle your way to a failing grade?”

A few snickers ripple through the class. I don’t have to look up to know Savannah Lasky is smirking. Probably already thinking of something clever to post about me later.

“I’m good,” I say without looking up.

“She’s always good, Mr. Daniels,” Savannah says sweetly, but everyone hears the venom underneath. “Good and crazy. A different species.”

The word crazy hangs in the air like smoke, thick and choking.

Mr. Daniels clears his throat but says nothing. He never says anything when Savannah talks.

Instead, he moves on. “Alright. Slater Hartmann, thoughts?”

I glance up out of instinct.

Slater Hartmann? I haven’t seen him in months, since before the illness. Before, he disappeared from school as if he had never existed. Now he’s back, leaning heavily on a cane, his other hand clenched tightly around the edge of his desk as if he’s holding on for dear life. His face is thinner than I remember, with shadows under his eyes, as if he hasn’t slept in weeks.

For a moment, he doesn’t answer. He just stares at the book on his desk, and I can see the muscles in his jaw tighten as if he’s fighting an invisible battle.

Then, quietly, he says, “I think... I think sometimes you’re an outsider because people make you feel that way. And sometimes, you make yourself one because it’s safer.”

The room falls dead silent.

The high school AP English classroom feels like a space caught between chaos and quiet. The walls are faded beige, plastered over with bright posters that feature quotes from Shakespeare and Maya Angelou, grammar tips, and the occasional motivational slogan, which peels slightly at the corners. Near the whiteboard, a bookshelf leans under the weight of battered paperbacks: Of Mice and Men, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Catcher in the Rye, their spines cracked and pages yellowing.

The whiteboard itself is smudged with remnants of yesterday's lesson: half-erased vocabulary words and a scribbled reminder about an upcoming essay. In one corner, there's a corkboard crowded with announcements: school play auditions, college flyers, and a few student-made comics pinned haphazardly among them.

Desks are arranged in rows, though some are pushed slightly out of alignment as if neat rows couldn't contain the students' restless energy. Each chair bears the traces of its occupants, like stickers peeling from the plastic backs, scratches on the wood, and initials carved along the edges.

A tall window lets in slants of pale sunlight, glinting off the metal legs of the desks, but outside, the sky is gray and heavy, casting a muted glow across the room. There's a faint smell of old books mixed with the scent of dry-erase markers, and when the door swings open, the hallway's noise spills in shouts, lockers slamming, the sharp squeak of sneakers on linoleum.

At the teacher's desk, there’s a clutter of papers: graded essays with red pen corrections, a steaming mug of coffee growing cold, and a laptop open to a slideshow on literary themes. Above the desk, a string of fairy lights zigzags across the wall, adding a soft glow that contrasts with the fluorescent ceiling lights, which flicker slightly, as if unsure whether to stay on.

It's a room that feels lived-in, a little worn around the edges but filled with stories, both the ones on the shelves and the ones waiting to be written.

I blink, surprised at Slater’s response because I feel the same.

Savannah snorts. “Whatever.”

But I keep staring at Slater because, for a second, it’s as if he were talking right to me.

The bell rings before Mr. Daniels can respond.

I gather my belongings quickly, but as I stand up, the room tilts, and I realize I’ve been spinning inside my head for too long. That happens when I’m close to tipping over when the bipolar highs get too high.

“Piper,” Mr. Daniels calls before I can escape.

I pause in the doorway.

“Stay behind for a minute.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Savannah and Blaine smirk as they pass me by. Blaine makes a swirling motion with his head as he walks past, like the crazy Piper. The usual.

I stare straight ahead, jaw locked, pretending I don’t care.

When the room empties, Mr. Daniels leans against his desk. “You’ve been distracted lately.”

I shrug. “Guess I’m just not that into dead greasers and their cigarette smoke.”

He sighs. “You’re smart, Piper. Smarter than you give yourself credit for. I know things haven’t been easy for you.”

Here it comes. The part where they claim to be concerned about you but don’t actually do anything to help.

“You’re falling behind. I’m giving you a partner for the next project. Maybe it’ll help you focus.”

Great. The last thing I need is a partner.

“Who?” I ask, already bracing myself.

He glances at his attendance list like this is something he hasn’t been planning all period.

“Slater Hartmann.”

I blink. “Seriously?”

“He could use a partner, too.”

I exhale slowly, feeling the usual itch under my skin. Too much. Too fast. Too close.

“Okay,” I say, voice tight. “Whatever.”

As I leave, I glance back and catch sight of Slater still sitting at his desk, slowly putting his books into his bag, every movement causing him pain.

I don’t know what’s worse. Being forced to work with him or feeling like we might have more in common than I ever wanted to admit.

Outside, I pull my hoodie over my head and start toward home. The sky is overcast, heavy with rain that hasn’t fallen yet. The kind of sky that feels like it’s waiting for something to break.

It's kind of like me.

SLATER

If anyone had asked me six months ago if I thought I’d be back here, I would’ve laughed. Well, before my body stopped working.

Now I’m back in this same classroom, with the same faded posters on the walls and the same sound of fluorescent lights buzzing like wasps above my head. Only difference? Me.

I’m not the guy I was before. The one who used to skateboard to school, high-five everyone in the hallway, and sit in the front row to crack jokes. Now I’m the crippled ghost who hobbles in on a cane like some kind of tragic movie extra.

Mr. Daniels drones on about The Outsiders, but my leg’s burning like it’s on fire, and I can’t focus on anything except trying not to show how much it hurts to sit upright.

From the corner of my eye, I catch Piper Quesenberry sitting in the back like she owns that whole shadowy corner of the room. Hoodie up. The pencil moves fast over some sketch she’s hiding in her notebook. She looks like she doesn’t give a damn about anyone or anything, but something about her makes me wonder if she’s just hiding.

"Slater Hartmann, thoughts?"

Mr. Daniels' voice slices through my head. Great. My name sounds weird in his mouth as if he’s testing it out for the first time as if he's forgotten that I used to sit in this classroom without needing a cane to get there.

Every eye in the room turns to me. Savannah Lasky twirls her blonde hair around her finger, watching me like she can’t wait to see me fail. Blaine? He’s smirking like he always does. The guy hasn’t changed a bit. He’s still a jerk, still loving every second of my fall from grace.

I swallow, heart pounding. I hate talking now. I hate people watching me struggle. But the thing about being outside of everything is that you start seeing things other people miss.

"I think..." I start, voice low. I pause, trying to breathe through the sharp ache in my side. "I think sometimes you're an outsider because people make you one. And sometimes, you make yourself one because it's safer."

Silence.

For one breath, I think maybe they didn’t hear me.

Then Savannah laughs sharp and fake. "Whatever."

Mr. Daniels opens his mouth, probably about to say something teacher-y and useless, but then the bell saves me. Chairs scrape back, and everyone rushes out as if they can't wait to get away.

I stay sitting, moving slowly because if I stand too fast, my legs might give out, and I refuse to let them see what happens. As I gather my things, I notice Piper still standing by the door, stiff and tense.

"Stay behind for a minute," Mr. Daniels says to her.

She doesn’t argue, but she doesn’t look happy about it either.

I wonder what her story is. I’ve heard the rumors that she’s this bipolar, manic, crazy artist girl. But rumors are cheap, and if anyone knows what it’s like to be talked about like you’re not even human, it’s me.

Out in the hallway, Blaine shoulder-checks me as he passes, knocking me off balance. "Watch it, Hartmann. Don’t want to break your little stick there," he sneers.

I grip my cane tighter, jaw clenching. I could say something, should say something, but all I can think about is how I used to be him. I used to be strong. Fast. Untouchable. Now I’m just the guy who almost died and came back different.

The hallway of Castle Danger High School appears to have remained essentially unchanged since the 1990s, with its long, narrow, and dimly lit space illuminated by flickering fluorescent lights that cast a pale glow over the scuffed linoleum floors. The walls are lined with metal lockers, their paint chipped and dented from years of use, some of which hang slightly crooked on their hinges. Hand-painted banners from last year's homecoming still cling stubbornly to the cinder block walls, their colors faded and edges curling.

There’s a faint smell of bleach mixed with something older—maybe damp paper or dusty heating vents that haven’t been cleaned in decades. Rust-red lockers and dark wood doors to classrooms line the hallway, some plastered with posters for missing cats or upcoming "Safe Nights" organized by the local sheriff's office. A row of trophy cases sits dark and dusty, holding yellowing photos of past championship teams, their smiles frozen in time like ghosts of better days in a town where not much good news comes around anymore.

A few clusters of students linger by their lockers, talking in low voices, their eyes sharp and watchful, like everyone knows everyone else's business, but no one says it out loud. You can hear the hum of vending machines near the end of the hall and the distant slam of a door echoing from somewhere deeper in the school, just enough to make you wonder who’s still here and what they might be up to.

Above all, Castle Danger High feels like a place holding its breath, as if waiting for something to happen or for a secret to finally come out.

As I head to my locker, I catch sight of Piper slipping out of the classroom, her head down, her hoodie still up as if she’s trying to disappear. Maybe she will get it. Perhaps she’s the only one who might actually know what it feels like to no longer fit into this place.

​​
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Collision Course

PIPER

WHEN I GET HOME, I slam the door harder than necessary, the sharp sound echoing through the open foyer with its high ceiling and polished wood floors that gleam in the soft afternoon light. My bag slips from my shoulder and hits the floor with a satisfying thud, landing on the edge of an expensive-looking, thick, patterned rug. 

Straight ahead, the hallway opens into the kitchen, all sleek lines and smooth surfaces, where Mom stands at the marble-topped island, sifting through a stack of bills as if they were written in some foreign language she can’t quite figure out. She doesn’t even glance up, her fingers flicking through the envelopes with a tightness in her jaw that makes her look older than she is. 

The kitchen itself seems like something out of a magazine, with gleaming stainless-steel appliances, a massive double-door fridge, and custom cabinets in a soft gray that perfectly match the subway tile backsplash. A vase of fresh flowers sits on the island, probably delivered that morning, and glass pendant lights hang overhead, casting a warm glow over everything. On the far side, by the oversized windows, there’s a breakfast nook with built-in benches covered in crisp white cushions, the kind you’d be afraid to spill anything on. 

Sunlight streams in, catching on the edges of the crystal chandelier above the dining table, scattering tiny rainbows across the pale walls and polished counters. Still, even in all that light and space, the room feels heavy, like the weight of those bills is enough to drag the whole house down.

"Good day?" she asks without looking at me.

I give her a thumbs-up and head straight for my room, not bothering to say anything else.

Inside, I kick the door shut behind me and let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. My room is exactly the way I left it. It’s a mix of organized chaos that probably makes sense to no one but me. String lights snake along the walls, their soft glow already flickering against posters of bands I no longer listen to but can’t bring myself to take down. A bookshelf leans slightly to one side, crammed with paperbacks, journals, and random trinkets I’ve picked up during manic shopping sprees — things like tiny glass animals, candles I’ve never lit, and a cracked snow globe from some vacation I barely remember.

My desk is a mess of half-finished sketchbooks and pens scattered across its surface, next to a closed laptop adorned with peeling stickers. Clothes spill out of the laundry basket in the corner: some folded, some crumpled in a heap like I couldn’t decide if they were clean or dirty. The walls are painted a pale blue-grey, but you can hardly see them under all the taped-up photos and scraps of paper covered in messy handwriting, including lyrics, quotes, and possibly even reminders to myself from different moods.

Without thinking, I throw myself onto the bed, landing among a sea of tangled blankets and pillows, some with bright patterns, others soft and faded from being hugged too much on nights when everything feels like too much. The mattress lets out a soft creak under my weight, but I just sink deeper, staring up at the ceiling, trying to quiet the racing thoughts still buzzing in my head, buzzing with static. Slater Hartmann.

Why him? Why do I have to be paired with the guy who came back from the dead?

I mean, yeah, I guess I got it. We're both school freak shows in our own way. But still—why me? I stare at my ceiling, counting the cracks as if they were stars in a sky I’ll never touch. Maybe if I can stay perfectly still, I won’t feel like my skin is on too tight. Perhaps if I close my eyes, I won’t think about having to sit next to Slater and pretend I’m not coming undone.

SLATER

I make it home slower than usual. Every step from school feels like I’m dragging a bag of cement behind me.

Mom’s waiting by the door, her face doing that worried-mom thing she thinks she hides well.

"Hey, honey. How was it?"

"Fine," I say, brushing past her. I hate lying, but I don’t want to talk about how Blaine still looks at me like I’m nothing or how standing up in class felt like I was going to collapse.

"Slater?"

I turn around before I can reach the stairs. I said, "I’m fine, Mom."

Her mouth thins into a line, but she doesn’t push it.

I head to my room and push the door open, stepping into the one place that feels like mine, even if it’s not exactly how I want it yet. The walls are painted a deep charcoal grey, not too dark, but enough to make the white trim and shelves stand out. The shelves themselves are lined with carefully arranged books on architecture, sketchpads stacked neatly, and models of buildings I’ve pieced together late at night when sleep wouldn't come.

Blueprints, real ones and ones I’ve drawn myself pinned up everywhere, covering most of the blank space on the walls. Some are crisp and clean; others are smudged with pencil marks and eraser streaks from hours of working and reworking designs. A drafting table sits in the corner, tilted at an angle, with a metal lamp clamped to the side, its long neck stretched out as if it’s frozen in mid-thought.

My bed is shoved against the far wall under the window, covering a simple navy rumpled bed, with a stack of pillows piled against the headboard, which is built from rough wood that I made myself. I drop down onto the mattress, feeling the slight sag in the middle, and sit there, running my hand over the cane resting against my desk. Its smooth, polished surface feels cold and unforgiving under my fingers. I hate that thing. I hate depending on it. But more than that, I hate the way people look at me when they see me, as if I’m already finished as if I’ll never be anything more than the kid with the cane, no matter how many buildings I dream up in my head.

And now I’m supposed to work with Piper Quesenberry, the only person in school who might actually be more untouchable than me.

That makes us a team of broken people, I guess.

PIPER

By the time night falls, my brain refuses to let me rest. I pace back and forth in my room, then head to the window like I always do when sleep feels like a foreign concept.

Out of habit, I glance at Slater’s house next door, which is a sleek, modern structure with clean lines and expansive windows that reflect the streetlights like polished glass. The place is the kind of upper-middle-class home that looks like it belongs in an architectural magazine, with its perfectly landscaped lawn, symmetrical shrubs, and a front door that probably costs more than my entire bedroom set. The exterior is a blend of stone and dark wood, striking yet cold, like something designed more for appearance than warmth.

My eyes drift upward to Slater’s window, a large, rectangular pane set into the house's smooth façade. It glows faintly blue, the soft hue spilling out into the night like the dim pulse of a heartbeat. The curtains are half-drawn, leaving just enough of an opening to catch a glimpse inside.

I freeze when I spot him. He’s sitting on the edge of his bed, his shoulders curved inward, his head bowed as if the weight of the world is pressing down on him. The glow from his computer screen bathes him in shifting shades of blue and white, turning his expression into something almost ghostly. His window, so large and open, makes it seem like he’s on display, a figure in a painting framed by glass—alone, silent, and caught in a moment of quiet defeat.

For a second, I wonder if he can feel me looking. Then, because I don’t know what else to do, I flick my bedroom light on and off once. A signal. I'm not even sure what I’m signaling.

SLATER

My head is in my hands when a weird flicker of light catches my eye. I look up and see Piper’s light blinking at me. For a second, I wonder if it was an accident, but then it happens again. I stare at her window, feeling like we’re both two satellites stuck in the same orbit, close but never touching.

I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, but before I can overthink, I lift my hand and raise it slowly in the faintest of waves. Her light goes dark again. Maybe that’s her way of waving back.

PIPER

I sit back on my bed, sinking into the mess of tangled blankets and pillows, my heart thudding way too fast for something that shouldn’t matter this much but somehow does. The faint glow of my string lights cast soft shadows across the room, flickering over the sharp angles of my face, making my dark eyes look deeper, more intense like I’m always lost in some thought I can’t quite reach. Strands of my long, dark hair fall into my face as I lean back, and I don’t bother to push them away.

There’s always been something restless in the way I move as if I’m wired too tight for my own skin like I’m a storm always threatening to break. People have called me pretty before, but it’s the kind of pretty that makes them pause with sharp cheekbones, full lips that rarely smile, and eyes that see too much. Attractive in a way that’s more dangerous than soft, like I’m always one wrong word away from unraveling.

I pull my knees up to my chest, arms wrapped loosely around them, trying to steady the rush in my veins. But beneath it all, there’s something else: a flicker of hope I didn’t expect, as if maybe, just maybe, I’m not as alone in this town as I thought.

SLATER

I lean against the window frame, my shoulder pressed against the cool glass, staring out at the darkened street below. The faint glow of the city lights filters through, casting soft shadows that trace the sharp lines of my jaw and cheekbones, giving my face a brooding look that people often mention, as if I’m carrying more than I ever say out loud. My dark hair falls slightly over my forehead, a little messy in a way that somehow makes me look even more put together as if I just stepped out of some thoughtful, windswept moment.

The muscles in my arms tense slightly as I brace myself against the frame, lean but strong, though a little thinner than I used to be, which serves as a quiet reminder of everything my body has been through. But there’s still something about me that draws people’s eyes, even when I try not to let them see too much.

I think about what I said in class today about making yourself an outsider because it feels safer, because if you build the wall yourself, no one else can hurt you. But now, standing here in the blue-gray wash of moonlight, I wonder if Piper’s been doing the same thing all along. And if maybe it’s time to stop hiding behind that wall — time to let someone see me for real, even the parts I’d rather keep locked away.

PIPER

In the morning, my phone buzzes with a message from an unknown number. Slater Hartmann: "Guess we’re partners. Want to meet up to figure out this project?"

I stare at it, thumb hovering over the keyboard.

My chest tightens. Because I don’t do partners. I don’t let people close. But I also remember that wave from last night.

Maybe we’re already closer than I thought.

.
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Unspoken Things

SLATER

THE THING ABOUT TEXTING Piper Quesenberry is that she takes forever to answer.

Or maybe she didn’t want to answer.

Either way, I’m sitting in the school library, hunched over a worn copy of The Outsiders, flipping through the pages without really reading them. The library isn’t huge. It’s nothing like the fancy ones you see in movies, but it’s big enough for a town like this, with rows of tall shelves that stretch almost to the ceiling, packed with books that appear to have been here forever. Some are bent and faded, their spines cracked from years of being passed from one bored student to another.
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