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‘David Nicholls wears his formidable intelligence so generously and so lightly that you scarcely notice the skill it takes to write a book like this: a story at once passionately funny and richly human. You Are Here is gorgeously witty and joyful, kind and sad: a book you do not want to be away from’
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‘You Are Here encompasses all of David Nicholls’ characteristic warmth, humour and observational insight. But it also asks fundamental questions of life, love and loneliness in such a beautifully delicate way that you don’t even realise it’s happening or that the fundamental truth of human happiness has been staring you in the face all along. I don’t know how he does it, but he does and he’s the only person who can’


Elizabeth Day, author of Friendaholic
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‘A beautiful book. Nicholls perfectly judges the balance between humour and pathos. I was often on the verge of tears even when I was laughing’
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‘David Nicholls is a wonderfully gifted writer. His trademark wit and sensitivity bring light and life to his characters, allowing him to explore difficult subject matter with an admirable lightness of touch’


Okechukwu Nzelu, author of Here Again Now


‘Every page is a delight’


Jill Mansell, author of Promise Me


‘One of the best writers at chronicling the way annoyance and resentment are often irretrievably mixed with love and empathy. This is a love story but never predictable – Nicholls stays one step ahead of the reader in the sharpest, funniest way’


Katherine Heiny, author of Games and Rituals


‘I finished this novel in two breathless sittings, as invested in its outcome as I would be in the happiness of a friend. This is the magic of You Are Here: warm, generous and funny, it invites readers into the world of Marnie and Michael with the promise that everyone is welcome, and that choosing happiness and being courageous in any small way we can is always possible. I loved this book’


Kaliane Bradley, author of The Ministry of Time


‘A stunning, funny, frank and beautiful look at loneliness, friendship, and the risks taken to love and be loved. In a career of standout books, You Are Here takes its place at the top. David Nicholls is my favourite writer’


Chris Whitaker, author of We Begin at the End


‘David is the laureate of the modern love novel, and this is his best yet’


John Niven, author of O Brother


‘For anyone who has pounded a pavement or even climbed a mountain, wrangling with the stuff of life, love, loss, loneliness, betrayal and failure, or simply destiny’s strange peculiarities that can upend life, this book is both journey and destination. It will make your heart soar with the climb. It’s so tender and wise that I found myself walking every step of the way with Marnie and Michael … It does what David Nicholls does best: cracks open your heart, to show love in all its infinite beautiful chaos, imperfect, funny yet always true. I loved it’


Abi Morgan, author of This Is Not a Pity Memoir


‘David Nicholls is at the peak of his considerable powers – You Are Here is not only packed with the delicious observations, profound truths and moving encounters we expect of him, it’s the funniest thing he has written. Even if it was twice the length, it would have finished too soon’


Sathnam Sanghera, author of Empireland


‘What a beautiful, beautiful novel: sensitive, witty, and brilliantly insightful and kind about us messy, stupid humans. I loved every single step of it. I will miss it now that I’m finished and I know that it will be one of those rare novels that will dwell in my memory and my heart’


Donal Ryan, author of From a Low and Quiet Sea


‘A gorgeous, grown-up love story. I fell for Marnie and Michael hard and fast – this book is honest, raw, yet profoundly hopeful. This is the work of a writer at the peak of his enormous powers – it’s one of the saddest stories I’ve ever read, and one of the funniest. A future classic’


Daisy Buchanan, author of Insatiable


‘Marnie and Michael are two characters who I will carry in my heart for a long time. This is a love story for all ages, an epic journey, a moving tale of second chances. I don’t know how David does it but his characters are real to me, and I know I will want to go back to them, to re-read You Are Here, the way I have his other novels’


Georgina Moore, author of The Garnett Girls
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To Hannah, Max and Romy,
for all the walks









She was sure of his having asked his partner whether Miss Elliot never danced? The answer was ‘Oh, no, never; she has quite given up dancing. She had rather play. She is never tired of playing.’


Jane Austen, Persuasion
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Part One



HOME



—


To what purpose, April, do you return again?


Beauty is not enough. 


You can no longer quiet me with the redness


Of little leaves opening stickily.


I know what I know …


Edna St Vincent Millay, ‘Spring’







				

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
Imaginary Photographs


In all her youthful visions of the future, of the job she might have, the city and home she might live in, the friends and family around her, Marnie had never thought that she’d be lonely. 


In her adolescence, she’d pictured the future as a series of imaginary photographs, densely populated, her friends’ arms draped around each other, eyes red from the flash of the camera in the taverna or lit by the flames of a driftwood fire on the beach and there, right in the centre, her own smiling face. The later photos were harder to pin down, the faces less defined, but perhaps there’d be a partner, even children among the friends she would surely know and love all her life. 


But she hadn’t taken a photograph of another person for six years. The last time she’d had her picture taken was at Passport Control, where she’d been instructed not to smile. Where had everyone gone? Now thirty-eight, she had grown up in the golden age of friendship, when having a supportive, loving community around you was a far greater priority than the vexed business of family, the strained performance of romance or the sulky obligations of work. The late-night phone-calls, the texts, the outings and board games, it had all been so much more exciting and fulfilling than her erratic love life, and hadn’t she once been good at it? A nice addition to the group if not the core, well liked if never adored or idolised. She was not one of those girls who hired a nightclub for her birthday but she’d easily filled a room above a pub for her twenty-first, a long table in an Italian restaurant for her thirtieth. For her fortieth she thought she might go for a walk in the park with a friend or two, a once popular band obliged to play ever smaller venues. 


Year by year, friends were lost to marriage and parenthood with partners she didn’t care for or who didn’t care for her, retreating to new, spacious, ordered lives in Hastings or Stevenage, Cardiff or York while she fought on in London. Others were lost to apathy or carelessness, friendship like a thank-you letter she kept meaning to write until too much time had passed and it became an embarrassment. And perhaps it was natural, this falling away. Real life was rarely a driftwood fire or a drunken game of Twister, and it was part of growing up to let go of those fantasies of perpetual skinny-dipping and deep talks.


But nobody took the lost friends’ places, and now she had revised her vision of the future to one of self-containment and independence, tea from a nice cup, word puzzles on her phone, control of the TV, her books, her bed. To eat, drink, read and ignore the clock, to live without the intrusion or judgement of another soul; the fantasy of being the last woman on earth. She couldn’t say whether a falling tree in a forest made a noise, but no vibration that she made would strike another eardrum and so she’d taken to speaking to objects. Not you again, she joked with the damp patch in the bathroom. Nice and fresh, she complimented the eggs. There you are, she bantered with the corkscrew, waving its arms in the air. In a film on TV, Marnie watched a solitary character give a long pep-talk to her reflection. Nobody does that, she told the TV.


But solitary conversation was like playing yourself at Scrabble, it was hard to be surprised or challenged. Sometimes she didn’t even bother with words, instead developing a vocabulary of small noises, fwa and petah, flu-ah and cha-ha, their meaning ever shifting. The radio helped, her days marked by the schedules, though the news was increasingly an hourly jolt of pure anxiety or rage that left her scrambling for the switch. She played music, listening to playlists called things like Coffeeshop Essentials or Rainy Day Piano, but no one had yet compiled a playlist for those sluggish Sunday afternoons in her one-bedroom flat, listlessly foraging on social media, incontinently liking posts, present but as anonymous as someone clapping in a stadium crowd. Time is a sensation that alters depending on where you are, and the cursed hours between three and five on a February afternoon lasted forever, as did the same hours in the morning, times when she had nothing to contemplate but the same circling anxieties and regrets, times when she was forced to acknowledge the truth.


I, Marnie Walsh, aged thirty-eight, of Herne Hill, London, am lonely. 


This was not seclusion or solitude or aloneness, this was the real thing, and the realisation came with shame, because if popularity was the reward for being smart, cool, attractive, successful, then what did loneliness signify? She had never been cool, but she wasn’t clueless either. People had told her she was funny, and while she recognised that this could be a trap, she was never intentionally sarcastic or spiteful and far more likely to mock herself than others. Perhaps that was the problem – her ex-husband had certainly put it high on the list – but she was kind too, thoughtful, always generous within her means. She wasn’t shy. If anything she tried too hard, a people-pleaser, though no one ever seemed that pleased. 


There is who we want to be, she thought, and there is who we are. As we get older the former gives way to the latter, and maybe this is who I am now, someone better off by themselves. Not happier, but better off. Not an introvert, just an extrovert who had lost the knack. 


But it was not romantic loneliness, or only occasionally. She had married and divorced in her late twenties, in that alone a prodigy, and this great central calamity of her life had gone some way to cauterising those emotions, even if the scar still itched now and then. Since the divorce there’d been no one, not really, though she thought about it sometimes, that it would be nice to feel the warmth of another body in bed or to get a text that was not an authentication code or scam. It would be nice to be desired but let’s not get carried away. The risks involved in romantic love, the potential for hurt and betrayal and indignity, far outweighed the consolations. For the most part, she just missed other people, specifically and generally, and if the prospect of social contact sometimes felt daunting, exhausting, intimidating, then it was still preferable to this small and shrinking life inside her fifty-four square metres on the top floor. 


Sometimes, she thought, it’s easier to remain lonely than present the lonely person to the world, but she knew that this, too, was a trap, that unless she did something, the state might become permanent, like a stain soaking into wood. 


It was no good. She would have to go outside. 







				

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
Mighty forces beneath your feet


‘The trick is to change the way you think about time. It’s no use thinking in minutes or hours or days, or even generations. You’ve got to adjust the scale, think in terms of millennia. Then everything you see here is temporary, the lakes, rivers, mountains, all in motion, the changes taking place over millions of years. This valley wasn’t always here: it was created, gouged out by a great glacier, because ice is a moving thing, just a couple of feet a day but scouring and chewing away with these great teeth made of stone, snapping off boulders, gnawing into rock in a process we call … a process we call?


‘Anyone? That’s right, glacial erosion, consisting of …? Wake up, you lot, you know this. Yes, abrasion and plucking! Why’s that funny, Noah? Any reason why the word “plucking” is funny? Tell the class. No, I thought not.


‘So ice is unimaginably violent, much more violent than fire. It destroys but it creates too, like those hollows called … That’s right, corries or cwms here in Wales, those mountain pools where people like me and Mrs Fraser go swimming, unlike you cowards. Phones away, please, unless you’re taking photos for your project. No selfies. Have you been eroded by a glacier, Chrissy? Then no selfies.


‘Go back even further, about 480 million years, and this mountain, highest in Wales, wasn’t even here. It was formed in what’s called the Ordovician period. No, that won’t be in the exam but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t know it. O-r-d-o-v-i-c-i-a-n. Long before dinosaurs … No, long before. But, yes, at some point there were dinosaurs here … No, not any more, don’t be daft. Dinosaurs are cool, Ryan, but this is cooler, these forces, these immense forces …


‘Listen to me, please, if you want to get back! When continents collide, these plates of rock buckle and rise above the water and you get volcanoes, here, volcanoes, can you believe it? Close your eyes and look. You know what I mean. Close your eyes and imagine … Yes, imagine dinosaurs if you want, it’s not accurate but pop ’em in. The point is to remember this process doesn’t stop just because humans are here. It’s happening now and it’ll happen when the last human is long gone. Mighty forces beneath your feet. Nothing permanent, everything changing. Sarah Sanders, don’t yawn right in my face, please. Let’s keep walking. Yes, open your eyes first, see if that helps.’


They began their descent. Like rivers, all jokes had to begin somewhere and he sometimes wondered who had started the notion that geography teachers were dull. Was it a book, a disgruntled kid, an embittered physics teacher? He would never dream of criticising a colleague’s discipline, but were the historians really so interesting, bouncing back and forth between the Tudors and the Weimar Republic? No one in the English department was jumping on the desks, and the mathematicians could preach all they wanted about the beauty of numbers: it was all so much Sudoku. And yet somehow, somewhere, the geography joke had come to be and now it was up to Mr Bradshaw, Michael, to defy those expectations and inspire. He led the way, Mrs Fraser – Cleo – herding the stragglers, and down in the valley he spoke of alluvial fans.


‘Just eighteen thousand years ago, which is nothing, the day before yesterday in deep-time terms, the glaciers receded and left this great gift behind.’ He stomped on the ground and they looked dutifully down and saw the gift of mud. ‘This soil, this beautiful dark soil, came from beneath the glacier, like grain ground into flour, washing out over the valley floor in a rich, fertile … Alluvial. Fan. Alluvial, what a great word. And these minerals spread out and made their way into the trees and plants and crops, into the apples you ate, should have eaten, in your packed lunch. Isn’t that amazing? Debris from an ancient glacier inside you now, calcium in your bones, iron in your blood …’ Here Michael paused and wondered if he should take things further, segue into the origins of these elements, of the universe itself, tell them they were all made of stars. The teenage mind was so easily blown but that was chemistry and physics and, besides, the apples were from South Africa. 


‘So – any questions?’ he asked, looking out at thirty oily, unfinished faces, some glaring sullenly inside their hoods, others whispering or giggling at private jokes. He was a passionate and committed teacher who tried his best to punch through adolescent indifference, but the questions that preoccupied these kids were not his to answer. Who can identify stratocumulus when your mind is on the hipflask and the vape and whether she likes you? How can a mountain compete with the boil on your chin? Tonight at the youth hostel there would be another game of cat-and-mouse, torch-lit patrols at three a.m., I’ll pretend I didn’t see that. Put it out. Back to your room. Big day tomorrow, and at the end of the residency he would return home, stooped and pale with exhaustion. Still, he would rather not go home. 


He was a teacher but not a parent. They’d tried but there had been complications and obstacles, and he struggled to imagine the circumstances now. There was no comparison between the roles and only the most superficial overlap: a parent might teach a child but it’s a mistake for a teacher to parent a pupil. Still, it sometimes seemed as if all the turmoil and angst of adolescence were crammed into the five days of the field trip, not just the mischief and squalor but the emotional stuff too. The popular, self-assured kids could be left to their plots and schemes. Instead, Mr Bradshaw chose to focus his attention on the nervy, awkward kids left to dangle from the end of abseil ropes. Looking at their fizzing, anxious faces it seemed unlikely they were made of stars but, still, he felt a certain professional tenderness. 


‘Landscape is life,’ he told them, ‘and when you take in a view like this rather than your phone, Sarah Sanders – I’ve told you before, I will throw it into the next ribbon lake – then you can see its beauty and read it too. Why are farms here? Why’s the soil this colour? Why are clouds over the mountain but not the valley? Why does the rock glint in the sun like that? Look, how magnificent it is! Look!’


He noted the boys at the back, hoods pulled into snorkels, shoulders vibrating with suppressed laughter. He was well liked as a teacher, more than he knew, though he could no longer pull off the larky irreverence required to be adored. He was sincere in his passion for the subject but sincerity invites ridicule and the more passionate he sounded, the more they’d laugh, just as they’d laughed when Mrs Bradshaw moved out and some boys had seen him crying in his car. Really, there was nothing some kids wouldn’t laugh at, nothing at all. 







				

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
Accept All Changes


Work was not the answer. Self-employed, solitary, Marnie was a copy-editor and proofreader, working from home where the only water-cooler was her own fridge. The pay was low, the idea of a holiday fanciful, the fear of illness all too real, but she enjoyed the work, was good at it, fast and accurate, and much in demand. Publishers were loyal and authors requested her in the same way that they might ask for a particular hairdresser or surgeon. In return, she was aware of her regulars’ foibles and fetishes; the author who made everything ‘hazy’, the author addicted to ‘sophomore’ and ‘eponymous’, to triple single-syllable adjectives or ‘either/or’ constructions or three ‘buts’ in a sentence. Were these mistakes or style? Marnie knew the difference, and while it was not in her power to turn a bad book into something good, she could smooth over the potholes that might jolt the reader on their journey. For the most part authors were grateful and many simply ‘accepted all changes’ without a second look. She was flattered by this trust, a wise counsellor, unobtrusive but essential, touching the author’s elbow and letting them know they had spinach on their teeth. 


A certain amount of pedantry came with the job – in some ways pedantry was the job – though she tried to be open-minded and collaborative. The young ones, she’d noticed, were abandoning quotation marks and she’d seen lower-case come in and out of fashion several times and all of that was fine, though she felt that there were too many semi-colons these days, so that reading was like climbing over a series of fences, and she was particularly conscious of the distinction between British and US English. She’d once had a heated email exchange with a belligerent right-wing author, male, of an espionage thriller, who was determined to put things atop one another, cheese atop the burger, the villain atop the hero. No British person had ever used the word, least of all the head of MI5, whose gun was atop the mantelpiece. A dentist can’t lie awake and worry if her patient is flossing, and she rarely checked to see if her advice had been followed, but months later she’d seen the published novel on display in a bookshop and there they were, ‘atop’ atop ‘atop’. Ah, well, she thought, he’s the one with spinach on his teeth. She put another book atop his and moved on. 


Still, it would be a knife through her heart should a ‘whose’ pass for a ‘who’s’. She was respected and in demand, always gratified when editors came to her, pleading, an assassin being pressed to accept one last job. Consequently, she’d not taken a holiday for three years. On her last solo trip to Greece, she’d worked in her hotel room, returning paler than when she’d left. 


Like many self-employed people, she found it hard to leave the work behind. Once, in a bar, her husband had ordered a vodka tonic. ‘Vodka and tonic,’ she’d said before she could stop herself. He’d closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. ‘Marnie,’ he’d said, ‘please do not fucking dare to edit me,’ and she’d been glad then that he was leaving. 







				

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
The Deal


‘I think,’ said Mrs Fraser, Cleo, his old friend, ‘you spend too much time alone.’


They were talking on the long coach journey back to York. Teachers’ privilege had given them the front seats, the kids hyped up on service-station snacks or sleeping off all-night card games, the stagnant air barely breathable for the smell of wet trainers and inadequate deodorants. ‘I would love to be alone,’ said Michael, over the tinny rattle of thirty mobile phones. ‘Aren’t you desperate to be alone?’


‘That’s not the same thing. Come to us for Sunday lunch.’


‘I’m sorry, I’m out.’


‘All weekend?’


‘I’m walking.’


She narrowed her eyes. ‘With people?’


He shrugged. ‘I like being by myself.’ 


Work aside, he was always by himself. Natasha had moved back to her parents’ place near Durham nine months before, seizing her opportunity between lockdowns as if rolling under a descending metal shutter. In her absence, he found it hard to be at home for any length of time. A neat and pleasant two-bedroom terrace house with a new side return, she had left enough of her possessions to keep it comfortable but he could never quite escape a feeling that something had gone missing, as if he’d been visited by neat and courteous burglars. 


Of course, something had gone missing, and though he lived alone, it was always in her presence. Weekends and holidays were particularly hard so he had taken to setting out at dawn to remote spots to walk himself into exhaustion. To Cleo and his colleagues, there was something masochistic about these expeditions, medieval almost, the head-down trudge through wind and rain and fog. ‘I think it’s weird,’ said Cleo. ‘Where are you actually going?’


‘In a circle usually. I park the car. I walk away from the car. When I’m far enough away, I walk back to the car.’ Cleo sang Chic’s ‘Good Times’ and Michael laughed. ‘I like it. Clears the head.’


‘A clear head. I want a clear head too,’ said Cleo. ‘I should come with you.’


‘Maybe,’ he said warily.


‘I could bring Sam and Anthony.’ Anthony was their son, thirteen now. Michael had watched him grow up. ‘We could make a trip of it!’


‘Perhaps,’ he said, and hoped that this would be enough, because it wouldn’t work with other people there. The solitude was the point and nowhere he had walked was ever unpopulated enough. Perhaps Cleo would forget the idea. Already, she had turned and was shouting the length of the coach. ‘Please don’t stand on the back seats. Please just leave the lorry drivers alone!’ 


And that, he hoped, was that. Somehow, he got through a brutal winter break, returning to his parents’ home at their insistence, to be cheered-up with an exact recreation of Christmas from 1997, the same dry food in super-heated rooms, the same decorations and films on TV, a bottle of advocaat that was literally the same. The unspoken policy on his wife’s absence was not to speak of it so that this was Christmas in a parallel world where he’d never married. There was no antipathy: his parents had loved Natasha very much, had seen her bring their son to life, but they didn’t have the words to talk about it. Probably just as well, Michael thought, lying in the same teenage bed. Truly, this was a Festival of Melancholy, and he’d left like a teenager too, fleeing at the earliest opportunity to go and walk in the rain instead. ‘Shall I come with you?’ his dad had offered. ‘I’ve got my boots.’ Michael preferred to go alone. 


On the first day of the new term he was called to Cleo’s office. Though she’d joined the school after him, she’d always been the ambitious one and now addressed him from behind the deputy head’s desk. 


‘How was Christmas? Shit get wild?’


‘Midnight mass, sherry, Queen’s Speech—’ 


‘Caning it again. No wonder you look shattered.’ 


‘Thank you. So do you.’


‘Unfortunately, you can’t say that to me,’ she said, rapping the desk between them. ‘It’s a rank thing. We’d hoped to see you on New Year’s Eve.’


‘Yes, I was going to come, but the TV’s always so good—’


‘Michael—’


‘I’m sorry, it’s not a big festival for me.’


‘What are the big celebrations in your life, Michael?’


He knew this tone too well, the voice she deployed when talking to a promising kid who was not fulfilling their potential. But he was forty-two years old. Cleo was his friend, they’d been on holidays together, first the four and then five of them when Anthony was born, and while it was touching to be looked after, it was humiliating too. He let his eyes drift to the window, yelps and screams from the playing fields below. ‘I’m fine. I had a nice break, very quiet, very peaceful.’ He’d had a panic attack on Boxing Day, had gone to hide in his dad’s shed to steady his breathing. 


‘Did you speak to Natasha?’


‘I did, briefly, Christmas Day. We had a nice chat.’


‘She said it was like talking to someone on a prison visit. Through one of those screens.’


‘Well, that’s my brand of chat.’


‘Okay. Because I just wanted to know that you’re all right.’


He was not all right but that need not concern anyone. ‘I’m absolutely fine. I’m just not ready for company yet. That’s allowed, isn’t it?’


Cleo sighed. ‘Come for dinner on Saturday.’


‘Can’t, sorry—’


‘Friday—’


‘I can’t Friday. Early start.’


‘Lonely walk?’


‘I’m going away for a few days, yes.’


‘Okay, we’ll come with you!’


He laughed. ‘No.’


‘I won’t wear these shoes. We won’t eat your horrible sandwiches—’


‘I like being on my own.’


‘Fine, we’ll follow behind. Shout conversation at your back. We’ll invite people!’


‘I’m not quite ready.’


‘I think you are.’


‘Can you just … overrule someone on how they’re feeling?’


‘It’s pastoral care.’


He looked back to the window. ‘I’m grateful but not this time.’


She leant forward, sensing an opening. ‘Ah, but another time!’


‘Maybe.’


‘After Easter, second week of holidays, nice big walk.’


‘Possibly.’


‘Okay. It’s a deal.’


‘Is it a deal if I don’t want to do it?’


‘Yes. We’re all going away together in a big fun group.’


‘You’re only deputy head.’


‘A matter of time. There, it’s decided.’


This was the crux of it. For Cleo, the solution to a problem lay in the presence of other people, while Michael depended on their absence, and while the kindness of a friend was a precious and touching thing, it could also feel like an imposition. ‘All right,’ he sighed, ‘when the days get longer.’ Earth’s tilt and its orbit around the sun made this inevitable but he’d have time to think up an excuse before then. 







				

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
The Slideshow


She had become addicted to the buzz of the cancelled plan. It was a small and fleeting high and no one would ever look back fondly at all the times they’d managed to get out of something, but for the moment no words were sweeter to Marnie than ‘I’m sorry, I can’t make it.’ It was like being let off an exam that she expected to fail. 


Ideally, the other person would cancel first, but she was quite prepared to take the initiative. Like an actor in an emotional scene, it helped if she could draw on some personal truth, so that when she woke on the morning of New Year’s Eve – most terrible day – with a tingle at the back of her throat, her first thought was ‘I can use this.’ Her friend Cleo, the deputy head of a secondary school in York, had invited her to a party but it would be irresponsible to travel – she’d be no fun, it was a long way, she was going to stay in, sweat it out. She lay on the sofa to give a bed-bound quality to the voice, the sticky croak of a child possessed by demons, and made the call. 


‘I knew this would happen,’ said Cleo. ‘I knew it.’


‘You knew I’d get ill?’


‘We can all do the voice, Marnie.’


‘I have a temperature!’


‘A normal temperature.’


‘I’m shivering, I’m … Why would you want me if I’m not going to be fun?’


‘We don’t invite you because you’re fun.’


‘Oh.’


‘We invite you because we love you and it’s important to see people. You spend too much time alone.’


‘It’s not my fault if—’


‘Sat there like … Eleanor fucking Rigby.’


‘Cleo!’


‘Sorry, but I really wanted to see you. Anthony too.’ Anthony was Marnie’s godson, someone else she’d neglected. 


‘I want to see him too, and you. I just want to be at my best.’


‘You don’t have to be at your best. No one’s interested in you being at your best. We want you exactly as you are.’


‘That’s nice.’


‘Isn’t it? I might throw up.’


‘Me too,’ said Marnie. ‘And that’s why I can’t come.’


‘All right. Happy New Year, I suppose.’ She was gone, and now the room seemed very quiet. She loved Cleo, a good and constant friend, fiercely loyal but also fierce, and while it was humiliating to be told off, she knew this feeling would pass, replaced by immense relief. She ran a bath and opened wine. She drafted several humorous posts about her wild-night-in for social media, but she’d found in the past that the jokes she made online led to messages asking if she was okay. Instead, she lurked and read her feed and felt as if she was looking up at a party from beneath a lamppost.


So deep was her commitment to the fake illness that it soon turned into the real thing, a feeling that the back of her throat was somehow chipped, a sweetly metallic taste, a whole-body ache. The pleasure of cancelled plans depended on the belief that she was having a better time than the fools who’d made an effort, and that was no longer the case. She toasted herself with a pint of water, swallowed two Paracetamol and a sleeping pill and, at ten fifteen p.m., squeezed beneath the weighted blanket that turned her bed into a giant flower-press.


At midnight, all the fireworks of London came punching through her sleep and the first hours of the new year were spent in a fevered haze, imagining where she might be if she’d chosen yes over another no. In a branching timeline, she imagined herself in the corner of Cleo’s kitchen, being animated and funny with a nice-looking man, his dark eyes crinkling, his teeth less than perfect and all the better for it. Shall we step outside? he’d say. It’s too bright, and maybe they’d scrounge a cigarette, share it in some corny way. What time’s your train tomorrow? he’d ask. I don’t have to rush back, she’d say (although it was an advance ticket, not a flexible one, and even in the fantasy, she worried about the cost). So, she’d ask, how do you become a tree surgeon? and here he’d lean in to kiss her. 


The trouble with alternative timelines was that they really were full of the most mortifying nonsense. Back in the universe she’d chosen for herself, the alarm clock read two fifteen and she chiselled her feverish body into the cool side of the bed. In a documentary on the emergency services, she’d heard the story of an old man who had died with the electric blanket on, simmering gently over the course of several days. What might her weighted blanket do over time? Press her flat, splayed like an Archaeopteryx? Would a fireman roll her up, like her yoga mat, carry her out beneath his arm?


On New Year’s Day, shivering on the sofa, she turned on the TV to find that her streaming device had compiled a sarcastic slideshow of her photographs, entitled What A Year!: her oven light-bulb, a recipe for hearty lentil soup, a close-up of an ingrowing hair, her National Insurance number, the flapping sole of a faulty shoe, the mole on her shoulder, a gas-meter reading, a dry-cleaning receipt, the shard of green glass she’d found in a salad, then back to the oven light-bulb, all accompanied Carole King’s ‘You’ve Got a Friend’.


A resolution. This year the photographs would be different. There’d be no more self-willed illness, no more cosiness, no candles sucking the oxygen from the room, no more relentless self-care. Instead she’d care for others, revive her friendships and make new ones, engage in the messy, confusing business of other people. 


Resolutions fade with time but this one lingered, and when Cleo phoned with a new invitation Marnie hesitated, suspended between the desire for change and the need for everything to stay the same. Three days of walking with strangers. It was the kind of potentially awful experience she needed and, in her mind, she decided to give it some thought. In the real world, out slipped ‘Yes.’ 







				

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
Napoleon


Something terrible happened to Michael when presented with a map. Cleo had tasked him with plotting the route, challenging but not punishing, picturesque but not touristy. In return, she’d find accommodation (a strict no-tent policy) and get a nice group of people together, no one to be scared of. Long, bright days on the high fells, then the pub in the evening. A pleasant, easy mini-break: that was the brief. 


Well, he’d see about that. The map transformed him into a general, leaning on his fists, contemptuous of these amateurs with the price tags still on their boots. A conqueror, he examined the terrain and elevation but everything seemed too puny, too easy, too short, marsh and bog a few dashes, the miles mere inches. 


Three days would not be enough and he wondered, what if he simply left the others behind and kept on walking? How far could he cover before he was obliged to go home? If he started at the west coast, he thought he could make it to the east, a high belt cinched under Scotland’s arm, crossing the Lakes, over the Pennines, along the Dales and across the Moors, then descending down the Yorkshire coastline to dip his toes into the North Sea. It was the famous route devised by Alfred Wainwright, 190 miles usually covered in twelve or thirteen days, though he felt sure he could do it in ten if he didn’t stop or rest.


Once formed, the idea proved unshakeable, the kind of obsessive project that overtakes men in the middle of life, like marathon running or carpentry. Recognising it as such did not make it any less compelling and he felt sure that if he were to complete the journey he would feel … what? As a pilgrimage it lacked a spiritual purpose but he hoped at the very least for a sense of achievement, well-being, closure. A deep immersion in the natural world – surely that would bring calm, not happiness but peace of mind. There’d be great beauty along the way, some discomfort, too, and other people, of course, but only for a few days, after which they’d drift away and he would be able to fall silent and think over the last few years. At the very least he’d sleep, the fells and moors a kind of natural sedative, and even if it rained every step of the way, surely it would be better than ten days in this haunted house. At home he was merely lonely. Stepping outside transformed loneliness to solitude, a far more dignified state because it was his choice. He imagined arriving on the slipway at Robin Hood’s Bay, trim and weather-beaten, dirty but cleansed, purged and transformed in ways he couldn’t quite define. 


Looking at the map he noted, too, that the route would take him close to Natasha’s new home, though he found this scene harder to imagine. 







				

﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿﻿
Waterproof


She went shopping for what she thought of as ‘gear’. Her London wardrobe, the clothes she wore in company, the opaque tights, the long black coat, the midi-dresses and knitwear in grey and black and blue-black, were a kind of adult school uniform and would not do for the high fells. Instead she would need nylon and fleece and ‘technical garments’, whatever was needed to feel comfortable, warm and dry, to feel, in short, that she was still indoors. 


In the shop, the clothes rails glowed with reds and yellows, purples and oranges. Marnie preferred camouflage and bought a green cagoule composed entirely of pockets and zips, a pair of waterproof trousers that rolled into a ball the size of an apple. She bought socks of an unimaginable complexity, based on a design by NASA, and a red woolly beanie because wasn’t 95 per cent of body heat lost through the head? She bought thermals in case of snow, sunblock in case of sun, she bought maps and a clear waterproof pouch for the maps, and a rucksack with a pocket for the map pouch plus the capacity to carry forty litres of clothing, though she struggled to imagine what forty litres of clothing would look like. Hydration was key and so she bought a rubbery bladder with a tube attached, grisly and sinister, like something you’d find hanging by a hospital bed. 


She’d need a compass, because what if she wandered off in the fog or was ostracised by the group? As a kid, she’d always assumed that a compass somehow pointed where you needed to go but life was more complicated than that. A high-tech slice of plastic, marked with impenetrable scales and signs, it seemed inconceivable that this device could help her find her way, but imagine the embarrassment of being rescued without one. Carrying a compass on a walk was a way of saying, ‘Look, I’m trying, all right? I’m doing my best.’ 


She bought new boots. Ideally a shop like this would be staffed by weathered, bear-like rangers in checked shirts, but the boy in charge of boots was a pale, intense zealot who insisted that it was all about the boots, the wrong boots would break you, never skimp on boots, so that selecting the correct boots seemed as momentous as buying a horse. Too small would mean blisters but too big would mean blisters, plus impacted toenails, corns and keloids, and with this in mind, he led her to a small fake bridge paved with varnished cobblestones to replicate the experience of country walking. The pretend bridge was patently ridiculous.


‘You seriously want me to walk over this?’


‘If you could.’


‘Is there a shop troll? You know, fol-de-rol?’ The assistant stared at her with such ferocity that she had no choice but to trot back and forth, clip-clopping across the puny bridge in a variety of boots, frowning in concentration, head cocked as if talking to her feet telepathically, until she wanted to throw herself off it. She settled on a ruinously expensive pair in glossy brown leather, something to spray them with and wax to rub them down. ‘You must wear them now,’ ordered the assistant, ‘wear them in’, so she packed her flats into the rucksack and hiked back down Charing Cross Road. The money she’d spent had left her with a sick feeling and she struggled to justify the expense to critics who didn’t exist.


Back at home, she put everything on and looked in the mirror, the labels dangling like baubles, the room seeming to shrink as she bulked up. The green cagoule with the red beanie made her look like a stuffed olive, and the noise alone would send her mad, the roar of nylon against Gore-Tex. Was she imagining it, or were the boots too tight? In profile, if she held on to the straps of the rucksack, the low-slung bulk made her look like a tyrannosaurus. From the front, she was self-conscious about the way the straps framed her breasts, pushing them forwards in a single solid unit, like the nose of a submarine. Should she pack something elegant for the evenings, devote one or two of her forty litres to a nice dress? Would there be parties? Should she get her legs waxed? She felt sweat trickle down her back.


OEBPS/html/nav.xhtml




Contents



		Cover



		Contents



		Advance Praise for You Are Here



		About the Author



		Also by David Nicholls



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		How to Use this eBook



		The Coast to Coast Walk



		Part One: Home



		Imaginary Photographs



		Mighty forces beneath your feet



		Accept All Changes



		The Deal



		The Slideshow



		Napoleon



		Waterproof









		Part Two: The Lakes



		Day One: St Bees to Ennerdale Water



		The Wigan Orgy



		A Connection



		Names for Stones



		Lighthouse



		Hobbies and Interests



		Human Geography



		Five fire extinguishers strapped to his head 



		The Valley



		Gateway to the Lakes



		Kintsugi



		Crime Scene



		Batter









		Day Two: Ennerdale Water to Borrowdale



		The After-party



		Rain Continued



		Still Rain



		Up the Down Escalator



		Inside the Cloud



		Only Cheating Yourself



		Chattering



		Bathers



		Chlorine



		Hopeallswell



		Vinegar









		Day Three: Borrowdale, Grasmere, Glenridding



		The Vow of Silence 



		Dorothy Wordsworth



		Stegosaur



		The Wedding Salmon



		Hôtel du Lac



		In Shelley



		Model’s Own









		Day Four: Glenridding to Shap



		Cat/Cow



		Wild



		On Not Learning Portuguese















		Part Three: The Dales



		The Black Dog



		The Cannibal in the Wardrobe



		Day Five: Shap to Kirkby Stephen



		Random Shuffle



		‘Black Magic’ by Little Mix (2015)



		‘El Condor Pasa (If I Could)’ by Simon & Garfunkel (1970)



		‘Don’t Speak’ by No Doubt (1996)



		‘Pull Up To The Bumper’ by Grace Jones (1981)



		‘No Limit’ by 2 Unlimited (1993)



		‘Here Comes the Sun’ by The Beatles (1969)



		A-choo



		The Auld Shillelagh



		Greetings from Viaduct Country 



		Night Messages









		Day Six: Kirkby Stephen to Ivelet



		The Watershed



		Walking Away



		Prizes



		Yurt



		Firepit



		The Pen Lid



		Sleepover



		Omissions 









		Day Seven: Ivelet to Richmond



		‘You Are Here’



		Slide to Answer



		The Day After Boxing Day



		The Romantic Weekender















		Part Four: The Moors



		Daffodils



		Day Eight, Part One: Richmond to Osmotherley



		Kippers









		Day Eight, Part Two: Bedroom to Kitchen to Reception



		Work



		Marching



		Feta



		Last Night in Richmond









		Day Nine, Part One: Herne Hill to Battersea



		Brains and Hearts









		Day Nine, Part Two: Osmotherley to Blakey Ridge



		Fun on the Moors



		Mark Rothko



		The Boy’s Duvet









		The Last Day



		Unpacking



		The Path















		Part Five: Autumn



		The Post-Romantic Era



		Boot-camp



		Day Ten: Hyde Park Circular



		Serpentine









		A Note on the Journey



		Acknowledgements



		Buy One Day now



		Discover more by David Nicholls











Guide





 		Cover



 		Title page



 		Contents

 











		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		349



		350



		351











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The new novel by the number one
bestselling author of ONE DAY

David
Nicholls

‘Gorgeously witty ‘Nicholls’ best

and joyful’ book ever’
KATHERINE CAITLIN
RUNDELL MORAN
‘Romantic, funny ‘Such a
and hopeful’ lovely book!”
DOLLY NIGELLA
ALDERTON LAWSON

‘No one does the minutiae of Love as well as Nicholls’
OBSERVER





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg
s

Srnerdale 1
= odge & ©

S g
Borrowdale

CUmBRIA

o

YORKSHIRE

20 ke






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





