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Double Feature (Short Story)

Mind Reader
Try telling me these punks don't know what they're saying and I'm apt to punch you on the nose. They know exactly what they're talking about and I for one am not going to keep letting them get away with it. If you ask me it's about time someone taught them a lesson. In the absence of anyone else stepping forward, I guess it's up to me to do so.

"Hey Donna!" he calls and I know it's not one of the kids because they're all trained to call me Miss Stone. Even so, he should have known better than to call me that in school. As far as the kids are concerned we're Mr and Mrs Whatever even to each other.

I stop, turn and see Phil coming out of the staff room carrying a green thermos. "Hello Mr Mitchell," I say.

"Where are you going in such a hurry?" he says.

How to explain?

Do you ever walk into a room and get the feeling that people were talking about you? Like you could almost hear the echo of their abruptly ended conversation? Now imagine that it's not like that at all, you still have no idea what they were saying, but you can tell what they're thinking. It's as obvious to you as the guilty looks on their faces. You can't let anyone know you can hear their thoughts though, so you spend half your time trying to control your own expression while your so-called-friends think about how your favourite dress makes you look washed out, or that the new makeup you bought makes you look like a clown.

Mr Mitchell, who is married to Mr Gregor, is wondering whether he can really see the top of my brain this dress and whether thinking about my tits means he's not really as gay as he thought. Underneath that he's wondering if he can get home before his husband and use the internet to explore his newfound heterosexuality or confirm his homosexuality.

That's the thing with thoughts: you don't just one at a time. They are layered and often contradictory. Underneath those two thoughts Mr Mitchell is thinking about how much he loves his husband.

"I'm late," I tell him and then, because he's a nosy bastard, he stops thinking about my tits and starts wondering what I'm late for.

"Well don't let me keep you," he says, because he's polite enough to my face, regardless of what he's thinking. "Is Tom picking you up?"

"What?" I say instinctively, because when you're trying not to let someone know you can hear them thinking about the colour of your underwear, it gets pretty difficult to follow the flow of a conversation. I've had a lot of practice at it though and I figure out what he's talking about quickly. "Oh, no. We broke up."

"That's a shame," he says, but what he thinks is that Tom probably had a good reason for dumping me.

"I broke up with him," I say. Sometimes it's fun to keep people off guard. A thought runs through his head like slow lightning. I can almost trace the path of it. He wonders if I'm reading his mind. Of course he doesn't want to sound insane so he doesn't say that and almost as soon as it has occurred to him he dismisses it. A moment later it's like he never thought it at all.

"You were too good for him," he says. "I always thought so."

But you also wondered why someone as hot as him was with a frump like me, I think. I smile.

"I'd better go," I say.

"Of course. Unless you want me to drive you?"

"Thanks, but I could do with the fresh air."

"Sure," he says and I'm already walking away. He's looking at my arse and wondering what it looks like underneath my dress. I give him a little wiggle and hope it adds to his burgeoning confusion.

He wouldn't understand if I told him where I was really going. No reasonable person would. Even if they could get over the whole mind reading thing. I'm not even sure I understand it myself, but it has been a very long week and I need something to release the tension.

The doors are open at the end of the hall. I stride out and blink in the early afternoon sun. The playground is deserted except for empty crisp packets skittering across the ground. It's Friday so none of the kids are hanging around. Most of them will be at home watching TV and stuffing their faces with junk food. Some of the older ones will be starting to drink, or waiting for dealers to hook them up for the weekend. My business isn't with any of them.

In retrospect, teaching was a bad choice for someone with my condition. No matter how sweet and innocent the kid might look (and plenty of them don't look that way to start with) their heads are full of the vilest crap you can imagine. A lot of people blame it on the internet, but I can tell you they were thinking like this long before Porn Hub and Darknet. Think about what you and your friends were like at sixteen and tell me if you needed any encouragement.

Outside the school gates there are people. I try to ignore them, but their thoughts are blown towards me on an invisible breeze.

"Haughty bitch!"

"Thinks she's better than me!"

"...run into her in a dark alley..."

It's not just the kids, or the teachers. Everywhere you go there's a non-stop stream of vile thoughts like someone with an Eminem playlist on repeat.

I don't look at any of them, I don't want to know which ones are thinking about slitting my throat and raping me. It would make parent teacher nights even more difficult.

They aren't bad people. These thoughts just happen. I understand that. People have no control over them and the vast majority will never act on them. It makes it difficult to be around people though. Even if you know they'd never do it, you still don't want to know that your best friend is thinking about drugging you and dumping your body in the Thames.

It's why relationships never work for me. Maybe Tom really did love me, but is love imagining sawing someone’s arms and legs off, stuffing them in the boot of a hire car and then driving off a pier?

Down the lane, past the school fence, there's no one around. No thoughts drifting through the ether. It won't last long but I enjoy it while it does. There aren't many times that I can be alone with my own thoughts; even at home I have neighbours thinking all night long.

Could it drive me mad? That's something I've thought about. Anyone I told about this would think it, but I know they'd be wrong. Not that I can prove it either way. So I have to use my own judgement and surely the fact I'm asking the question proves I haven't gone off the big one yet, right?

A woman pushing a buggy goes past the end of the lane. She's exhausted. Her thoughts come out mixed with those of her child so that I can't tell them apart. When she's gone I wonder if I would hear the thoughts of my own child in utero and decide that finding out is a good reason never to get pregnant.

Men in a white van drinking tea from a thermos stare at me as I walk past and I know exactly what they're thinking. I pretend I don't see them and wish I'd worn a different dress today.

You really can't blame people for their thoughts.

Most people don't even know other people are having them. I mean, obviously you are intellectually aware that other people have thoughts, but you probably assume you're the only one wondering what would happen if you pushed the buggy into a river. But you aren't the only one who thinks like that and it's fine. The important thing is that you don't actually do it.

It's harder to forgive other people thinking those things than it is to forgive yourself because you know you would never go through with it. But Joe Blow the weirdo from down the street? Who can really say what he's capable of doing? It's probably for the best that you also don't know what he's thinking.

The university is coming up and I start wondering what I'm going to say when I find them. Maybe I won't have to say anything at all. One glimpse of their pissed off teacher might be enough to send them running. But I doubt it.

They weren't just playing 'what if'. I've come across that often enough to know it when I hear it. They were thinking about something they'd already spoken about and planned, but even that might not have been enough to get me involved if it wasn't for Colin Keen.

He was coming out of the gym where some of the kids meet at lunch to play boardgames. And if you ever want to meet someone with really messed up thoughts those are the one's to listen to. A bunch of frustrated deviants who make me very glad that we have strict gun laws in this country.

Colin wasn't looking where he was going. He walked right into me and barely noticed. Looking at him you'd think he was daydreaming about twelve-sided dice. Normally he'd be thinking about screwing his friend Annie. This time it was something else. What I got from him was a jolt of happiness so strong that it knocked me down.

He put out a hand to help me up, which was out of character for him. Normally he would have just put his head down and carried on walking. When I took his hand I could actually feel his happiness and then I was grinning as well and for a moment we were both just standing there grinning at each other like a couple of lunatics. Then he took his hand back and walked away.

The gate squeaks open and a hundred horny teenagers are in my head. There's so many that I can't distinguish one thought from another and that's almost as good as no thoughts at all. Although if I'm not careful I'll be
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