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            Further praise for Normal People:

            ‘One of the best novels I have read in years … It is intelligent, spare and mesmerising.’ Sheila Heti

            ‘It’s time to take a sharp inhale, people. Sally Rooney has produced a second novel, Normal People. It is superb … a tremendous read, full of insight and sweetness.’ Anne Enright

            ‘A book of piercing insight … After only two novels, Ms Rooney feels essential.’ The Economist

            ‘Addictive … Compulsive … narrated with such crystalline simplicity that it makes most other novels look like a chore … You’re left eager to press the book on a friend.’ Metro

            ‘A triumph. We are so lucky that Sally Rooney is writing – her style spare, her approach to dialogue quite exquisite.’ Herald

            ‘It’ll leave you touched, uplifted, nostalgic and bereft. Plus, no one else does dialogue this well observed.’ Stylist

            ‘Rooney’s second book is a wonder … The tender intricacies will break your heart and leave you desperate not to turn the final page. A book to cancel plans for.’ Grazia

            ‘The 27-year-old novelist defining a generation… Sally Rooney is one of the most exciting voices … [Normal People’s] sheer immediacy and rawness gripped me, to the point that I read it in 24 hours, finishing at 3 a.m.’ Guardian

            ‘I can’t say enough good things about it. Seemingly effortless, truthful, moving, intricate and sexy. Wish I’d written it.’ Jojo Moyes

            ‘A read-in-one-sitting … intense, intimate and entirely engrossing book about how difficult it is to be true to your emotions … Subtle, seductive and brilliant.’ Psychologies

            ‘Rooney’s ability to write sparse yet compelling dialogue is unrivalled; I’m not sure any other author this year so perfectly captured the quiet tension of intimacy.’ Evening Standard Books of the Year

            ‘It’s all I want to talk about … Rooney homes in on what she’s best at – describing people, with all their conceits and self-delusions, weaknesses and virtues. She does this with unsparing acuity and extraordinary sensitivity.’ The Times

            ‘Normal People shines … it is totally exhilarating in its naturalness, as easy as thinking and as real as experiencing … It is an undeniably important novel about how we feel and how we relate, to each other and to ourselves. Read it and feel grateful and changed afterwards – as though you have learned something worthwhile about yourself.’ Vice

            ‘Intense and affecting.’ Sunday Telegraph

            ‘A tender and prescient love story … It’s about the intensity of early love, the kind that stays with you the rest of your life.’ Elle, Book Club

            ‘A welcome reminder that there’s a place for genuine love stories even in the age of Tinder.’ Vogue.co.uk The Best Books To Read This Autumn

            ‘At last, a gifted literary voice for a generation … Rooney’s gift for interiority is undeniable … Normal People makes being young a drama of universal significance.’ Guardian

            ‘Rooney’s second novel is even more distinctive and perspicacious than her first … It’s an eerily engrossing love story that should come with a health warning on account of the profound desolation that descends upon finishing.’ Mail on Sunday

            ‘Timeless … A classic coming-of-age love story.’ Vogue

            ‘I couldn’t put Normal People down – I didn’t think I could love it as much as Conversations with Friends, but I did. Sally Rooney is a treasure.’ Elif Batuman, author of The Idiot

            ‘Beautifully observed and profoundly moving, I could scale new heights of hyperbole trying to describe how good this book is, but really, you just need to read it.’ Editor’s Choice, Bookseller
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            It is one of the secrets in that change of mental poise which has been fitly named conversion, that to many among us neither heaven nor earth has any revelation till some personality touches theirs with a peculiar influence, subduing them into receptiveness.

            
                

            

            George Eliot, Daniel Deronda
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            January 2011

         

         Marianne answers the door when Connell rings the bell. She’s still wearing her school uniform, but she’s taken off the sweater, so it’s just the blouse and skirt, and she has no shoes on, only tights.

         Oh, hey, he says.

         Come on in.

         She turns and walks down the hall. He follows her, closing the door behind him. Down a few steps in the kitchen, his mother Lorraine is peeling off a pair of rubber gloves. Marianne hops onto the countertop and picks up an open jar of chocolate spread, in which she has left a teaspoon.

         Marianne was telling me you got your mock results today, Lorraine says.

         We got English back, he says. They come back separately. Do you want to head on?

         Lorraine folds the rubber gloves up neatly and replaces them below the sink. Then she starts unclipping her hair. To Connell this seems like something she could accomplish in the car.

         And I hear you did very well, she says.

         He was top of the class, says Marianne.

         Right, Connell says. Marianne did pretty good too. Can we go?

         Lorraine pauses in the untying of her apron.

         I didn’t realise we were in a rush, she says.

         He puts his hands in his pockets and suppresses an irritable sigh, but suppresses it with an audible intake of breath, so that it still sounds like a sigh.

         I just have to pop up and take a load out of the dryer, says Lorraine. And then we’ll be off. Okay?

         He says nothing, merely hanging his head while Lorraine leaves the room.

         Do you want some of this? Marianne says.

         She’s holding out the jar of chocolate spread. He presses his hands down slightly further into his pockets, as if trying to store his entire body in his pockets all at once.

         No, thanks, he says.

         Did you get your French results today?

         Yesterday.

         He puts his back against the fridge and watches her lick the spoon. In school he and Marianne affect not to know each other. People know that Marianne lives in the white mansion with the driveway and that Connell’s mother is a cleaner, but no one knows of the special relationship between these facts.

         I got an A1, he says. What did you get in German?

         An A1, she says. Are you bragging?

         You’re going to get six hundred, are you?

         She shrugs. You probably will, she says.

         Well, you’re smarter than me.

         Don’t feel bad. I’m smarter than everyone.

         Marianne is grinning now. She exercises an open contempt for people in school. She has no friends and spends her lunchtimes alone reading novels. A lot of people really hate her. Her father died when she was thirteen and Connell has heard she has a mental illness now or something. It’s true she is the smartest person in school. He dreads being left alone with her like this, but he also finds himself fantasising about things he could say to impress her.

         You’re not top of the class in English, he points out.

         She licks her teeth, unconcerned.

         Maybe you should give me grinds, Connell, she says.

         He feels his ears get hot. She’s probably just being glib and not suggestive, but if she is being suggestive it’s only to degrade him by association, since she is considered an object of disgust. She wears ugly thick-soled flat shoes and doesn’t put make-up on her face. People have said she doesn’t shave her legs or anything. Connell once heard that she spilled chocolate ice cream on herself in the school lunchroom, and she went to the girls’ bathrooms and took her blouse off to wash it in the sink. That’s a popular story about her, everyone has heard it. If she wanted, she could make a big show of saying hello to Connell in school. See you this afternoon, she could say, in front of everyone. Undoubtedly it would put him in an awkward position, which is the kind of thing she usually seems to enjoy. But she has never done it.

         What were you talking to Miss Neary about today? says Marianne.

         Oh. Nothing. I don’t know. Exams.

         Marianne twists the spoon around inside the jar.

         Does she fancy you or something? Marianne says.

         Connell watches her moving the spoon. His ears still feel very hot.

         Why do you say that? he says.

         God, you’re not having an affair with her, are you?

         Obviously not. Do you think it’s funny joking about that?

         Sorry, says Marianne.

         She has a focused expression, like she’s looking through his eyes into the back of his head.

         You’re right, it’s not funny, she says. I’m sorry.

         He nods, looks around the room for a bit, digs the toe of his shoe into a groove between the tiles.

         Sometimes I feel like she does act kind of weird around me, he says. But I wouldn’t say that to people or anything.

         Even in class I think she’s very flirtatious towards you.

         Do you really think that?

         Marianne nods. He rubs at his neck. Miss Neary teaches Economics. His supposed feelings for her are widely discussed in school. Some people are even saying that he tried to add her on Facebook, which he didn’t and would never do. Actually he doesn’t do or say anything to her, he just sits there quietly while she does and says things to him. She keeps him back after class sometimes to talk about his life direction, and once she actually touched the knot of his school tie. He can’t tell people about the way she acts because they’ll think he’s trying to brag about it. In class he feels too embarrassed and annoyed to concentrate on the lesson, he just sits there staring at the textbook until the bar graphs start to blur.

         People are always going on at me that I fancy her or whatever, he says. But I actually don’t, at all. I mean, you don’t think I’m playing into it when she acts like that, do you?

         Not that I’ve seen.

         He wipes his palms down on his school shirt unthinkingly. Everyone is so convinced of his attraction to Miss Neary that sometimes he starts to doubt his own instincts about it. What if, at some level above or below his own perception, he does actually desire her? He doesn’t even really know what desire is supposed to feel like. Any time he has had sex in real life, he has found it so stressful as to be largely unpleasant, leading him to suspect that there’s something wrong with him, that he’s unable to be intimate with women, that he’s somehow developmentally impaired. He lies there afterwards and thinks: I hated that so much that I feel sick. Is that just the way he is? Is the nausea he feels when Miss Neary leans over his desk actually his way of experiencing a sexual thrill? How would he know?

         I could go to Mr Lyons for you if you want, says Marianne. I won’t say you told me anything, I’ll just say I noticed it myself.

         Jesus, no. Definitely not. Don’t say anything about it to anyone, okay?

         Okay, alright.

         He looks at her to confirm she’s being serious, and then nods.

         It’s not your fault she acts like that with you, says Marianne. You’re not doing anything wrong.

         Quietly he says: Why does everyone else think I fancy her, then?

         Maybe because you blush a lot when she talks to you. But you know, you blush at everything, you just have that complexion.

         He gives a short, unhappy laugh. Thanks, he says.

         Well, you do.

         Yeah, I’m aware.

         You’re blushing now actually, says Marianne.

         He closes his eyes, pushes his tongue against the roof of his mouth. He can hear Marianne laughing.

         Why do you have to be so harsh on people? he says.

         I’m not being harsh. I don’t care if you’re blushing, I won’t tell anyone.

         Just because you won’t tell people doesn’t mean you can say whatever you want.

         Okay, she says. Sorry.

         He turns and looks out the window at the garden. Really the garden is more like ‘grounds’. It includes a tennis court and a large stone statue in the shape of a woman. He looks out at the ‘grounds’ and moves his face close to the cool breath of the glass. When people tell that story about Marianne washing her blouse in the sink, they act like it’s just funny, but Connell thinks the real purpose of the story is something else. Marianne has never been with anyone in school, no one has ever seen her undressed, no one even knows if she likes boys or girls, she won’t tell anyone. People resent that about her, and Connell thinks that’s why they tell the story, as a way of gawking at something they’re not allowed to see.

         I don’t want to get into a fight with you, she says.

         We’re not fighting.

         I know you probably hate me, but you’re the only person who actually talks to me.

         I never said I hated you, he says.

         That gets her attention, and she looks up. Confused, he continues looking away from her, but in the corner of his eye he still sees her watching. When he talks to Marianne he has a sense of total privacy between them. He could tell her anything about himself, even weird things, and she would never repeat them, he knows that. Being alone with her is like opening a door away from normal life and then closing it behind him. He’s not frightened of her, actually she’s a pretty relaxed person, but he fears being around her, because of the confusing way he finds himself behaving, the things he says that he would never ordinarily say.

         A few weeks ago when he was waiting for Lorraine in the hall, Marianne came downstairs in a bathrobe. It was just a plain white bathrobe, tied in the normal way. Her hair was wet, and her skin had that glistening look like she had just been applying face cream. When she saw Connell, she hesitated on the stairs and said: I didn’t know you were here, sorry. Maybe she seemed flustered, but not really badly or anything. Then she went back up to her room. After she left he stood there in the hall waiting. He knew she was probably getting dressed in her room, and whatever clothes she was wearing when she came back down would be the clothes she had chosen to put on after she saw him in the hall. Anyway Lorraine was ready to go before Marianne reappeared so he never did get to see what clothes she had put on. It wasn’t like he deeply cared to know. He certainly didn’t tell anyone in school about it, that he had seen her in a bathrobe, or that she looked flustered, it wasn’t anyone’s business to know.

         Well, I like you, Marianne says.

         For a few seconds he says nothing, and the intensity of the privacy between them is very severe, pressing in on him with an almost physical pressure on his face and body. Then Lorraine comes back into the kitchen, tying her scarf around her neck. She does a little knock on the door even though it’s already open.

         Good to go? she says.

         Yeah, says Connell.

         Thanks for everything, Lorraine, says Marianne. See you next week.

         Connell is already heading out the kitchen door when his mother says: You can say goodbye, can’t you? He turns to look over his shoulder but finds he cannot actually look Marianne in the eye, so he addresses himself to the floor instead. Right, bye, he says. He doesn’t wait to hear her reply.

         In the car his mother puts on her seatbelt and shakes her head. You could be a bit nicer to her, she says. She doesn’t exactly have an easy time of it in school.

         He puts the keys in the ignition, glances in the rear-view. I’m nice to her, he says.

         She’s actually a very sensitive person, says Lorraine.

         Can we talk about something else?

         Lorraine makes a face. He stares out the windshield and pretends not to see.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three Weeks Later

            (FEBRUARY 2011)

         

         She sits at her dressing table looking at her face in the mirror. Her face lacks definition around the cheeks and jaw. It’s a face like a piece of technology, and her two eyes are cursors blinking. Or it’s reminiscent of the moon reflected in something, wobbly and oblique. It expresses everything all at once, which is the same as expressing nothing. To wear make-up for this occasion would be, she concludes, embarrassing. Without breaking eye contact with herself, she dips her finger in an open pot of clear lip balm and applies it.

         Downstairs, when she takes her coat off the hook, her brother Alan comes out from the living room.

         Where are you going? he says.

         Out.

         Where’s out?

         She puts her arms through the sleeves of her coat and adjusts the collar. She’s beginning to feel nervous now and hopes her silence is communicating insolence rather than uncertainty.

         Just out for a walk, she says.

         Alan moves to stand in front of the door.

         Well, I know you’re not going out to meet friends, he says. Because you don’t have any friends, do you?

         No, I don’t.

         She smiles now, a placid smile, hoping that this gesture of submission will placate him and he’ll move away from the door. Instead he says: What are you doing that for?

         What? she says.

         This weird smile you’re doing.

         He mimics her face, contorted into an ugly grin, teeth bared. Though he’s grinning, the force and extremity of this impersonation make him look angry.

         Are you happy that you don’t have friends? he says.

         No.

         Still smiling, she takes two small steps backwards, and then turns and walks towards the kitchen, where there’s a patio door onto the garden. Alan walks after her. He grabs her by the upper arm and tugs her back from the door. She feels her jaw tighten. His fingers compress her arm through her jacket.

         If you go crying to Mam about this, says Alan.

         No, says Marianne, no. I’m just going out for a walk now. Thank you.

         He releases her and she slips out through the patio door, closing it behind her. Outside the air feels very cold and her teeth start to chatter. She walks around the side of the house, down the driveway and out into the street. Her arm is throbbing where he grabbed it. She takes her phone from a pocket and composes a text, repeatedly hitting the wrong key, deleting and retyping. Finally she sends it: On my way. Before she puts the phone back, she receives a reply: cool see you soon.

         
            *

         

         At the end of last term, the school soccer team reached the final of some competition and everyone in the year had to take the last three classes off to go and watch them. Marianne had never seen them play before. She had no interest in sport and suffered anxiety related to physical education. In the bus on the way to the match she just listened to her headphones, no one spoke to her. Out the window: black cattle, green meadows, white houses with brown roof tiles. The football team were all together at the top of the bus, drinking water and slapping each other on the shoulders to raise morale. Marianne had the sense that her real life was happening somewhere very far away, happening without her, and she didn’t know if she would ever find out where it was and become part of it. She had that feeling in school often, but it wasn’t accompanied by any specific images of what the real life might look or feel like. All she knew was that when it started, she wouldn’t need to imagine it anymore.

         It stayed dry for the match. They had been brought there for the purpose of standing at the sidelines and cheering. Marianne was near the goalposts, with Karen and some of the other girls. Everyone other than Marianne seemed to know the school chants off by heart somehow, with lyrics she had never heard before. By half-time it was still nil-all, and Miss Keaney handed around boxes of juice and energy bars. For the second half, the ends changed around, and the school forwards were playing near where Marianne was standing. Connell Waldron was the centre forward. She could see him standing there in his football kit, the shiny white shorts, the school jersey with number nine on the back. He had very good posture, more so than any of the other players. His figure was like a long elegant line drawn with a brush. When the ball moved towards their end of the pitch he tended to run around and maybe throw one of his hands in the air, and then he went back to standing still. It was pleasurable to watch him, and she didn’t think he knew or cared where she was standing. After school some day she could tell him she had been watching him, and he’d laugh at her and call her weird.

         At seventy minutes Aidan Kennedy brought the ball up the left side of the pitch and crossed it over to Connell, who took a shot from the corner of the penalty area, over the heads of the defenders, and it spun into the back of the net. Everyone screamed, even Marianne, and Karen threw her arm around Marianne’s waist and squeezed it. They were cheering together, they had seen something magical which dissolved the ordinary social relations between them. Miss Keaney was whistling and stamping her feet. On the pitch Connell and Aidan embraced like reunited brothers. Connell was so beautiful. It occurred to Marianne how much she wanted to see him having sex with someone; it didn’t have to be her, it could be anybody. It would be beautiful just to watch him. She knew these were the kind of thoughts that made her different from other people in school, and weirder.

         Marianne’s classmates all seem to like school so much and find it normal. To dress in the same uniform every day, to comply at all times with arbitrary rules, to be scrutinised and monitored for misbehaviour, this is normal to them. They have no sense of the school as an oppressive environment. Marianne had a row with the History teacher, Mr Kerrigan, last year because he caught her looking out a window during class, and no one in the class took her side. It seemed so obviously insane to her then that she should have to dress up in a costume every morning and be herded around a huge building all day, and that she wasn’t even allowed to move her eyes where she wanted, even her eye movements fell under the jurisdiction of school rules. You’re not learning if you’re staring out the window daydreaming, Mr Kerrigan said. Marianne, who had lost her temper by then, snapped back: Don’t delude yourself, I have nothing to learn from you.

         Connell said recently that he remembered that incident, and that at the time he’d felt she was being harsh on Mr Kerrigan, who was actually one of the more reasonable teachers. But I see what you’re saying, Connell added. About feeling a bit imprisoned in the school, I do see that. He should have let you look out the window, I would agree there. You weren’t doing any harm.

         After their conversation in the kitchen, when she told him she liked him, Connell started coming over to her house more often. He would arrive early to pick his mother up from work and hang around in the living room not saying much, or stand by the fireplace with his hands in his pockets. Marianne never asked why he came over. They talked a little bit, or she talked and he nodded. He told her she should try reading The Communist Manifesto, he thought she would like it, and he offered to write down the title for her so she wouldn’t forget. I know what The Communist Manifesto is called, she said. He shrugged, okay. After a moment he added, smiling: You’re trying to act superior, but like, you haven’t even read it. She had to laugh then, and he laughed because she did. They couldn’t look at each other when they were laughing, they had to look into corners of the room, or at their feet.

         Connell seemed to understand how she felt about school; he said he liked hearing her opinions. You hear enough of them in class, she said. Matter-of-factly he replied: You act different in class, you’re not really like that. He seemed to think Marianne had access to a range of different identities, between which she slipped effortlessly. This surprised her, because she usually felt confined inside one single personality, which was always the same regardless of what she did or said. She had tried to be different in the past, as a kind of experiment, but it had never worked. If she was different with Connell, the difference was not happening inside herself, in her personhood, but in between them, in the dynamic. Sometimes she made him laugh, but other days he was taciturn, inscrutable, and after he left she would feel high, nervous, at once energetic and terribly drained.

         He followed her into the study last week while she was looking for a copy of The Fire Next Time to lend him. He stood there inspecting the bookshelves, with his top shirt button undone and school tie loosened. She found the book and handed it to him, and he sat down on the window seat looking at the back cover. She sat beside him and asked him if his friends Eric and Rob knew that he read so much outside school.

         They wouldn’t be interested in that stuff, he said.

         You mean they’re not interested in the world around them.

         Connell made the face he always made when she criticised his friends, an inexpressive frown. Not in the same way, he said. They have their own interests. I don’t think they’d be reading books about racism and all that.

         Right, they’re too busy bragging about who they’re having sex with, she said.

         He paused for a second, like his ears had pricked up at this remark but he didn’t know exactly how to respond. Yeah, they do a bit of that, he said. I’m not defending it, I know they can be annoying.

         Doesn’t it bother you?

         He paused again. Most of it wouldn’t, he said. They do some stuff that goes a bit over the line and that would annoy me obviously. But at the end of the day they’re my friends, you know. It’s different for you.

         She looked at him, but he was examining the spine of the book.

         Why is it different? she said.

         He shrugged, bending the book cover back and forth. She felt frustrated. Her face and hands were hot. He kept on looking at the book although he’d certainly read all the text on the back by then. She was attuned to the presence of his body in a microscopic way, as if the ordinary motion of his breathing was powerful enough to make her ill.

         You know you were saying the other day that you like me, he said. In the kitchen you said it, when we were talking about school.

         Yeah.

         Did you mean like as a friend, or what?

         She stared down into her lap. She was wearing a corduroy skirt and in the light from the window she could see it was flecked with pieces of lint.

         No, not just as a friend, she said.

         Oh, okay. I was wondering.

         He sat there, nodding to himself.

         I’m kind of confused about what I feel, he added. I think it would be awkward in school if anything happened with us.

         No one would have to know.

         He looked up at her, directly, with total attention. She knew he was going to kiss her, and he did. His lips were soft. His tongue moved into her mouth slightly. Then it was over and he was drawing away. He seemed to remember he was holding the book, and began to look at it again.

         That was nice, she said.

         He nodded, swallowed, glanced down at the book once more. His attitude was so sheepish, as if it had been rude of her even to make reference to the kiss, that Marianne started to laugh. He looked flustered then.

         Alright, he said. What are you laughing for?

         Nothing.

         You’re acting like you’ve never kissed anyone before.

         Well, I haven’t, she said.

         He put his hand over his face. She laughed again, she couldn’t stop herself, and then he was laughing too. His ears were very red and he was shaking his head. After a few seconds he stood up, holding the book in his hand.

         Don’t go telling people in school about this, okay? he said.

         Like I would talk to anyone in school.

         He left the room. Weakly she crumpled off the seat, down onto the floor, with her legs stretched out in front of her like a rag doll. While she sat there she felt as if Connell had been visiting her house only to test her, and she had passed the test, and the kiss was a communication that said: You passed. She thought of the way he’d laughed when she said she’d never kissed anyone before. For another person to laugh that way might have been cruel, but it wasn’t like that with him. They’d been laughing together, at a shared situation they’d found themselves in, though how to describe the situation or what was funny about it Marianne didn’t know exactly.

         The next morning before German class she sat watching her classmates shove each other off the storage heaters, shrieking and giggling. When the lesson began they listened quietly to an audio tape of a German woman speaking about a party she had missed. Es tut mir sehr leid. In the afternoon it started snowing, thick grey flakes that fluttered past the windows and melted on the gravel. Everything looked and felt sensuous: the stale smell of classrooms, the tinny intercom bell that sounded between lessons, the dark austere trees that stood like apparitions around the basketball court. The slow routine work of copying out notes in different-coloured pens on fresh blue-and-white lined paper. Connell, as usual, did not speak to Marianne in school or even look at her. She watched him across classrooms as he conjugated verbs, chewing on the end of his pen. On the other side of the cafeteria at lunchtime, smiling about something with his friends. Their secret weighed inside her body pleasurably, pressing down on her pelvic bone when she moved.

         She didn’t see him after school that day, or the next. On Thursday afternoon his mother was working again and he arrived early to pick her up. Marianne had to answer the door because no one else was home. He had changed out of his school uniform, he was wearing black jeans and a sweatshirt. When she saw him she had an instinct to run away and hide her face. Lorraine’s in the kitchen, she said. Then she turned and went upstairs to her room and closed the door. She lay face down on the bed breathing into the pillow. Who was this person Connell anyway? She felt she knew him very intimately, but what reason did she have to feel that? Just because he had kissed her once, with no explanation, and then warned her not to tell anyone? After a minute or two she heard a knock on her bedroom door and she sat up. Come in, she said. He opened the door and, giving her an enquiring look as if to see whether he was welcome, entered the room and closed the door behind him.

         Are you pissed off with me? he said.

         No. Why would I be?

         He shrugged. Idly he wandered over to the bed and sat down. She was sitting cross-legged, holding her ankles. They sat there in silence for a few moments. Then he got onto the bed with her. He touched her leg and she lay back against the pillow. Boldly she asked if he was going to kiss her again. He said: What do you think? This struck her as a highly cryptic and sophisticated thing to say. Anyway he did start to kiss her. She told him that it was nice and he just said nothing. She felt she would do anything to make him like her, to make him say out loud that he liked her. He put his hand under her school blouse. In his ear, she said: Can we take our clothes off? He had his hand inside her bra. Definitely not, he said. This is stupid anyway, Lorraine is right downstairs. He called his mother by her first name like that. Marianne said: She never comes up here. He shook his head and said: No, we should stop. He sat up and looked down at her.

         You were tempted for a second there, she said.

         Not really.

         I tempted you.

         He was shaking his head, smiling. You’re such a strange person, he said.

         
            *

         

         Now she’s standing in his driveway, where his car is parked. He texted her the address, it’s number 33: a terraced house with pebble-dash walls, net curtains, a tiny concrete yard. She can see a light switched on in the upstairs window. It’s hard to believe he really lives in there, a house she has never been inside or even seen before. She’s wearing a black sweater, grey skirt, cheap black underwear. Her legs are shaved meticulously, her underarms are smooth and chalky with deodorant, and her nose is running a little. She rings the doorbell and hears his footsteps coming down the stairs. He opens the door. Before he lets her in he looks over her shoulder, to make sure that no one has seen her arrive.

      

   


   
      
         
            One Month Later

            (MARCH 2011)

         

         They’re talking about their college applications. Marianne is lying with the bedsheet pulled carelessly over her body, and Connell’s sitting up with her MacBook in his lap. She’s already applied for History and Politics in Trinity. He’s put down Law in Galway, but now he thinks that he might change it, because, as Marianne has pointed out, he has no interest in Law. He can’t even visually imagine himself as a lawyer, wearing a tie and so on, possibly helping to convict people of crimes. He just put it down because he couldn’t think of anything else.

         You should study English, says Marianne.

         Do you think I should, or are you joking?

         I think you should. It’s the only subject you really enjoy in school. And you spend all your free time reading.

         He looks at the laptop blankly, and then at the thin yellow bedsheet draped over her body, which casts a lilac triangle of shadow on her breast.

         Not all my free time, he says.

         She smiles. Plus the class will be full of girls, she says, so you’ll be a total stud.

         Yeah. I’m not sure about the job prospects, though.

         Oh, who cares? The economy’s fucked anyway.

         The laptop screen has gone black now and he taps the trackpad to light it up again. The college applications webpage stares back at him.

         
            *

         

         After the first time they had sex, Marianne stayed the night in his house. He had never been with a girl who was a virgin before. In total he had only had sex a small number of times, and always with girls who went on to tell the whole school about it afterwards. He’d had to hear his actions repeated back to him later in the locker room: his errors, and, so much worse, his excruciating attempts at tenderness, performed in gigantic pantomime. With Marianne it was different, because everything was between them only, even awkward or difficult things. He could do or say anything he wanted with her and no one would ever find out. It gave him a vertiginous, light-headed feeling to think about it. When he touched her that night she was so wet, and she rolled her eyes back into her head and said: God, yes. And she was allowed to say it, no one would know. He was afraid he would come then just from touching her like that.

         In the hallway the next morning he kissed her goodbye and her mouth tasted alkaline, like toothpaste. Thanks, she said. Then she left, before he understood what he was being thanked for. He put the bedsheets in the washing machine and took fresh linen from the hot press. He was thinking about what a secretive, independent-minded person Marianne was, that she could come over to his house and let him have sex with her, and she felt no need to tell anyone about it. She just let things happen, like nothing meant anything to her.

         Lorraine got home that afternoon. Before she’d even put her keys on the table she said: Is that the washing machine? Connell nodded. She crouched down and looked through the round glass window into the drum, where his sheets were tossing around in the froth.

         I’m not going to ask, she said.

         What?

         She started to fill the kettle, while he leaned against the countertop.

         Why your bedclothes are in the wash, she said. I’m not asking.

         He rolled his eyes just for something to do with his face. You think the worst of everything, he said.

         She laughed, fixing the kettle into its cradle and hitting the switch. Excuse me, she said. I must be the most permissive mother of anyone in your school. As long as you’re using protection, you can do what you want.

         He said nothing. The kettle started to warm up and she took a clean mug down from the press.

         Well? she said. Is that a yes?

         Yes what? Obviously I didn’t have unprotected sex with anyone while you were gone. Jesus.

         So go on, what’s her name?

         He left the room then but he could hear his mother laughing as he went up the stairs. His life is always giving her amusement.

         In school on Monday he had to avoid looking at Marianne or interacting with her in any way. He carried the secret around like something large and hot, like an overfull tray of hot drinks that he had to carry everywhere and never spill. She just acted the same as always, like it never happened, reading her book at the lockers as usual, getting into pointless arguments. At lunchtime on Tuesday, Rob started asking questions about Connell’s mother working in Marianne’s house, and Connell just ate his lunch and tried not to make any facial expressions.

         Would you ever go in there yourself? Rob said. Into the mansion.

         Connell jogged his bag of chips in his hand and then peered into it. I’ve been in there a few times, yeah, he said.

         What’s it like inside?

         He shrugged. I don’t know, he said. Big, obviously.

         What’s she like in her natural habitat? Rob said.

         I don’t know.

         I’d say she thinks of you as her butler, does she?

         Connell wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. It felt greasy. His chips were too salty and he had a headache.

         I doubt it, Connell said.

         But your mam is her housemaid, isn’t she?

         Well, she’s just a cleaner. She’s only there like twice a week, I don’t think they interact much.

         Does Marianne not have a little bell she would ring to get her attention, no? Rob said.

         Connell said nothing. He didn’t understand the situation with Marianne at that point. After he talked to Rob he told himself it was over, he’d just had sex with her once to see what it was like, and he wouldn’t see her again. Even as he was saying all this to himself, however, he could hear another part of his brain, in a different voice, saying: Yes you will. It was a part of his consciousness he had never really known before, this inexplicable drive to act on perverse and secret desires. He found himself fantasising about her in class that afternoon, at the back of Maths, or when they were supposed to be playing rounders. He would think of her small wet mouth and suddenly run out of breath, and have to struggle to fill his lungs.

         That afternoon he went to her house after school. All the way over in the car he kept the radio on very loud so he didn’t have to think about what he was doing. When they went upstairs he didn’t say anything, he let her talk. That’s so good, she kept saying. That feels so good. Her body was all soft and white like flour dough. He seemed to fit perfectly inside her. Physically it just felt right, and he understood why people did insane things for sexual reasons then. In fact he understood a lot of things about the adult world that had previously seemed mysterious. But why Marianne? It wasn’t like she was so attractive. Some people thought she was the ugliest girl in school. What kind of person would want to do this with her? And yet he was there, whatever kind of person he was, doing it. She asked him if it felt good and he pretended he didn’t hear her. She was on her hands and knees so he couldn’t see her facial expression or read into it what she was thinking. After a few seconds she said in a much smaller voice: Am I doing something wrong? He closed his eyes.

         No, he said. I like it.

         Her breath sounded ragged then. He pulled her hips back against his body and then released her slightly. She made a noise like she was choking. He did it again and she told him she was going to come. That’s good, he said. He said this like nothing could be more ordinary to him. His decision to drive to Marianne’s house that afternoon suddenly seemed very correct and intelligent, maybe the only intelligent thing he had ever done in his life.

         After they were finished he asked her what he should do with the condom. Without lifting her face off the pillow she said: You can just leave it on the floor. Her face was pink and damp. He did what she said and then lay on his back looking up at the light fixtures. I like you so much, Marianne said. Connell felt a pleasurable sorrow come over him, which brought him close to tears. Moments of emotional pain arrived like this, meaningless or at least indecipherable. Marianne lived a drastically free life, he could see that. He was trapped by various considerations. He cared what people thought of him. He even cared what Marianne thought, that was obvious now.

         Multiple times he has tried writing his thoughts about Marianne down on paper in an effort to make sense of them. He’s moved by a desire to describe in words exactly how she looks and speaks. Her hair and clothing. The copy of Swann’s Way she reads at lunchtime in the school cafeteria, with a dark French painting on the cover and a mint-coloured spine. Her long fingers turning the pages. She’s not leading the same kind of life as other people. She acts so worldly at times, making him feel ignorant, but then she can be so naive. He wants to understand how her mind works. If he silently decides not to say something when they’re talking, Marianne will ask ‘what?’ within one or two seconds. This ‘what?’ question seems to him to contain so much: not just the forensic attentiveness to his silences that allows her to ask in the first place, but a desire for total communication, a sense that anything unsaid is an unwelcome interruption between them. He writes these things down, long run-on sentences with too many dependent clauses, sometimes connected with breathless semicolons, as if he wants to recreate a precise copy of Marianne in print, as if he can preserve her completely for future review. Then he turns a new page in the notebook so he doesn’t have to look at what he’s done.

         
            *

         

         What are you thinking about? says Marianne now.

         She’s tucking her hair behind her ear.

         College, he says.

         You should apply for English in Trinity.

         He stares at the webpage again.
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