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One Day by David Nicholls 

July 2010 –  4 groups met on July 9, 14, 15, 21 to discuss One Day by David Nicholls. 

Here is some feedback of those four discussions.  

- - - - - - 

Twenty days in the lives of Emma and Dexter.  We encounter them for one day each 

year over a span of 20 years. The day  is July 15
th

 . In 1988, in 1989 and the same July 

day every year through to 2007. Two lives, 20 days spread over 20 years.   

(For fun, I scheduled our group discussions to take place around this date. One group 

did meet on July 15
th

, 2010.) 

Emma and Dexter meet for the first time on 15
th

 July 1988. It is their graduation day, 

not the best day to start a romance. They are about to leave Edinburgh university and 

may never meet again. Will their brief encounter have any significance for the future? 

Where will they be on the 15
th

 of July next year? And the year after that? 

Their friendship spans 1988 to 2007. But we learn about their lives only through the 

events  of 15
th

 July of each year. It’s an unusual technique to just have snapshots of 

the protagonists on one day of every year. This could be seen as artificial. But 

interestingly the technique works . Inevitably some of the most important events in 

their lives are never recounted, which a few found frustrating and unsatisfactory. Most 

of us liked using our imagination to fill in the gaps, and we enjoyed  the cliff-hangers at 

the end of each chapter. Not knowing what had happened and where they would be 

as we turned the page added to the pleasure of reading One Day. We see where their 

relationship stands and how their relationships with others are developing. There is a 

gradual growing and changing, some for the better, some for the worse. We become 

really involved with their lives. 

 “ A really pleasant surprise - I wasn’t expecting to enjoy it and wouldn’t have read One 

Day if we hadn’t been discussing it in the groups.”   

Their twenties bring mixed fortunes. As a student, Dexter’s vision of his future is no 

clearer than Emma’s vague desire to change the world - to make a difference. All 



Dexter knows is that he wants to be successful, to live life to the full, to be cool and to 

have lots of fun.  

Emma, clinging to her idealism, first plays bass in an all - girl band ( variously called 

Throat, Slaughterhouse Six and Bad Biscuit). The band was unable to decide on a name, 

let alone a musical direction. There was the alternative club night that no one had 

gone to, the abandoned first novel, the abandoned second novel, miserable summer 

jobs selling cashmere and tartan to tourists.  At her lowest ebb she took  a course in 

circus skills until it transpired that she had none. Trapeze was not the answer.  

She then joins a Theatre in education (TIE) company called Sledgehammer (intent on 

doing “really good, exciting original political work”). She sets off in a mini bus as if 

heading out on some great cause, a sort of theatrical Spanish war, funded by the Arts 

Council. But three months later, what had happened to the warmth, the camaraderie, 

the sense of social value, of high ideals coupled with fun?  They were meant to have  

been a co-operative. Disillusioned, she decides to take her chance in the capital. To 

pay the rent in London, she waitresses in a Mexican restaurant called Loco Caliente. 

It’s hard, grubby work, but not as degrading, from Emma’s point of view, as being 

rejected for publishing jobs.  

On the side, she writes poetry in an “expensive new black leather notebook with a 

stubby fountain pen.” One sample of her work doesn’t bode well for her literary 

future:  

“It was the nachos that did it.  The steaming variegated mess like the mess of her life  

Summing up all that was wrong  With  Her  Life.” 

Emma wonders if “what she believes to be a love of the written word is really just a 

fetish for stationery.” When her boss offers her the job of restaurant manager because 

“I want someone who isn’t going anywhere. Someone reliable who isn’t going to run 

off to India without giving proper notice or drop it all for some exciting job,” she begins 

to cry. Her move to London has defeated her. What has happened to her grand plans? 

Meanwhile, Dexter, who did run off to Italy and then India after Edinburgh, builds a 

career in London as the host of a succession of tawdry late-night television shows like 

“Largin’ It”. He embraces the manic media lifestyle of the times. Flush with money, 

booze and coke, puffed up with celebrity, he arrives at Emma’s restaurant with a 



glossy new girlfriend, bragging of star-studded nights out and shaming Emma by 

pushing her to accept a tip. 

 “Wrap party,” the hurt, contemptuous Emma says to herself. “He has become 

someone who goes to wrap parties.”  He is also so self-centred that he can’t be 

bothered to spend time with his mother when she is dying of cancer. When he does go 

to visit her, he is so hung over that he falls asleep, wastes the day and may as well not 

have gone. Despite his obnoxious behaviour, we found ourselves still caring about him. 

We sensed that beneath his brash exterior, he is a decent man who just hasn’t grown 

up. He has been encouraged by his mother to be self-indulgent. His mother has always 

been the centre of attention and Dexter follows her example.  

Throughout their friendship Emma and Dexter keep in touch by writing to each other. 

Dexter sends witless picture postcards  like Venice completely flooded and Dublin rocks 

which he thinks at the time are so cool. Emma in return sends wonderful little packets 

of pale blue airmail paper full of her thoughts and aspirations. She puts her heart and 

soul into them. Dexter is typically just showing off. When he finally writes a long and 

meaningful and heartfelt letter inviting Emma to join him in India, he gets distracted 

by a lovely Dutch girl and forgets to post the letter. In this letter he writes 

If I could give you just one gift ever for the rest of your life it would be this. Confidence. 

It would be the gift of confidence . Either that or a scented candle. 

Dexter recognises that Emma does not value herself enough. She drifts into a  

relationship with a dull, devoted boyfriend, an unfunny comic (and Loco Caliente 

waiter) named Ian, whose mouth “hung open in repose” and whose face “made her 

think of tractors.” Ian’s endless store of weak jokes embarrass Emma. When they’re 

first dating, as he makes fun of the menu offerings, she wonders “where the fallacy 

had come from, that there was something irresistible about funny men.” Ian is a very 

amusing character to read about but his personality only irritates  Emma. She clearly 

feels sorry for him which is not a good sign for their future. She can’t help making a 

comparison: Ian “was a man with a great sense of humour while at the same time 

being in no way funny. Unlike Dexter....Where was Dexter right now?” she wonders. 

Dexter is nearly always out of his head or partying or sleeping around . Emma is not 

promiscuous or irresponsible. She is serious, intelligent and eventually  becomes a very 

good teacher. So we were quite shocked – in 1996 -  to discover  Emma lying on her 

back on the floor of the headmaster’s office with her dress rucked up around her waist. 



“By the way, Year Nine need new copies of Cider with Rosie” she says. 

“I’ll see what I can do.” says the headmaster, buttoning up his shirt. 

There had been hints that the headmaster fancied Emma, but we weren’t expecting 

her to be having an affair with him. Nicholls conveys so much with humour – as in this 

scene. As well as gradually revealing more and more about Emma and Dexter, Nicholls 

details the last couple of decades of British cultural and political life. There are musical, 

literary, media and political references throughout. Most of all, he has a marvellous 

gift for conveying a feel for the era.  Nightclubs, pubs, student rooms are all brought to 

life in a way that isn’t tired and clichéd. Nicholls’s descriptions are crisp and fresh and 

evocative. Dexter’s impression of Emma’s student room is vivid. 

Taking in the shabby rented room, knowing with absolute confidence that somewhere 

in amongst the art postcards and photocopied posters of angry plays there would be a 

photograph of Nelson Mandela, like some dreamy ideal boyfriend. .....He had seen any 

number of bedrooms like this, rooms where you were never more than six feet from a 

Nina Simone album. The burnt out nightlights, and desolate pot plants...she had that 

arty girl’s passion for photomontage too; snaps of college friends and family jumbled in 

amongst the Chagalls, Vermeers and Kandinskys, the Che Guevaras , Woody Allens and 

Samuel Becketts. The room was a manifesto....he recognised her as one of those girls 

who used “ bourgeois” as a term of abuse. 

It’s clear from the outset that Emma and Dexter are from different backgrounds. She is 

from a working class family in Leeds, he is from a privileged middle class family who 

live in the Cotswolds. Emma especially feels intimidated by Dexter’s glamorous, 

exuberant and posh mother. They are also very different in their ambitions, outlook 

and personality. Emma is lacking in self confidence , Dexter has oodles of it.  Emma has 

fancied Dexter from afar for a long time, Dexter finds Emma attractive but is unsure he 

wants to sleep with her.  And then she appears from the bathroom wearing a black T-

shirt that demands unilateral disarmament now. 

That’s that, he thought. Nothing was less conducive to sexual desire than a long black 

political T-shirt, except perhaps that Tracy Chapman album. 

If Emma had not worn that T-shirt, maybe they would have got it together at their first 

meeting. They could have grown up together, within the relationship. But Dexter 

would have had a lot more growing up to do than Emma. We discussed the likelihood 



of their relationship working at such an early stage. Some of us felt they would have 

failed, others felt it could well have worked out. But there wouldn’t have been such an 

intriguing storyline. Love stories need challenges and problems to be really interesting. 

And tragic love stories are the stuff of literature. (Wuthering Heights, Anna Karenina, 

`Tess of the d’Urbervilles etc) 

One commented that the novel was contrived and written purely to make money. 

Another found it too predictable. One or two disliked the ”cinematic” style. But the 

majority loved the fast and witty pace of Emma and Dexter’s repartee.  David Nicholls 

is a successful scriptwriter. The excellent dialogue shows it. 

One comment: “ Some of the most natural and convincing conversations I’ve read.” A 

second one: “The colloquial language felt just right - I didn’t want it to end….”   

One Day  is being produced as a movie starring Anne Hathaway, with the director Lone 

Scherfig of “An Education” fame. Personally, I look forward to seeing how One Day is 

adapted for the screen. I admire how Nicholls crafted the plot and style of the novel. 

Every writer wants to produce a successful product that will be read by lots of people. 

There are no absolute guarantees of literary success. (Unless one has an established 

“literary” name like Ian Mc Ewan or Margaret Atwood or one repeats a commercially 

successful formula like Patricia Cornwell or Marian Keyes.)  

Nicholls acknowledges he is inspired by Dickens and Hardy. See the quotes from Great 

Expectations (beginning of part one) and Tess of the d’Urbervilles (beginning of part 

five) Both focus on the potential impact of one day, which can totally change the 

direction of a life. Another day can abruptly end that life and is the one we can never 

schedule or describe in our diaries. 

Excessive drinking and drug taking nearly destroys Dexter.  Yet it is healthy, clean-living 

Emma who dies so tragically and suddenly in a road accident, while riding her bicycle. 

How little time Emma and Dexter actually have together as a couple is very sad. We 

nearly all shed some tears at this point. One or two didn’t want to read on. Emma had 

become like a friend, and  the shock of her death had to be absorbed before we could 

read further. We asked - was it really necessary for her to die? Couldn’t Nicholls have 

given them more time to be happy together? 

Emma’s fatal accident prompted us to talk about how dangerous it can be to cycle in 

London. Here in Berlin, cyclists are given more priority on the road. There are more 



cycle paths and there is much less traffic. There is also an interesting cultural 

difference. It is a shock, coming from London, to see so many cyclists in Berlin without 

helmets. At one group meeting, the only member to arrive by bike wearing a helmet 

was English. Germans seem to regard the issue as one of freedom,  of being 

unrestricted and, as one impressive and chic older lady said, not messing up her hair! 

Social observations abound in One Day. One  favourite passage was on the “four 

waves” of weddings. 

The first wave : student wedding receptions were picnics in the local park, the guests in 

Oxfam suits and second-hand  ball-gowns, then onto the pub. Wedding gifts were 

modest: a really cool compilation tape; a clip-framed photo-montage; a box of 

candles....acts of benign rebellion like a tiny tattoo that no-one ever sees or shaving 

your head for charity. 

The second wave: still retained a little of that tongue-in-cheek, home-made quality. 

The receptions took place in community centres and parents’ gardens--- But  a cold, 

hard edge of professionalism had started to creep in. The idea of the wedding list had 

begun to rear its head. 

At some point in the future a fourth wave is expected- the second marriages: 

bittersweet, fairly apologetic affairs that are over by 9.30 on account of the kids. 

The third wave: is unstoppable. These are the weddings of people in their early-to-mid-

thirties, and no-one is laughing anymore..... country houses are being block-booked, 

great schools of salmon are being poached, vast marquees are appearing overnight 

like Bedouin tent cities..... a wedding requires immense reserves of love and 

commitment and time off work, not least from the guests. 

Emma escapes in 2001 from the pressure of other people’s weddings and babies and 

goes to Paris. Dexter succumbs in 1999 and marries the cold and sophisticated Sylvie – 

the first woman who is less interested in him than he is in her. Right from the start, it is 

clear their marriage won’t last. However, becoming a father is the making of Dexter. 

He at last learns what it means to have responsibility for someone other than himself. 

He learns to love his daughter more than himself. But not before he frightens us with 

his inept and drunken babysitting. We all were worried that he would harm his baby 

daughter whilst looking after her. Eventually, broken hearted and separated from his 



wife and daughter, he travels to see Emma in Paris - arrogantly still expecting her to be 

alone and waiting for him. 

But the balance of power has shifted between them. Emma at last is following her 

dreams. She is a successful writer of teenage novels and has found a charming French 

lover. Dexter is down on his luck – his media career long behind him. Should Emma 

have stayed with her lovely Frenchman in Paris? We pondered this. If she had been in 

Paris for more than a couple of months she would probably have felt stronger and 

more certain of pursuing her new life. But she has always been in love with Dexter and 

it is a perfect end to their friendship that they finally realise what they both mean to 

each other. And eventually marry. 

 And they did still have fun, though it was of a different kind now. All that yearning and 

anguish and passion had been replaced by a steady pulse of pleasure and satisfaction 

and occasional irritation, and this seemed to be a happy exchange. ....If someone asked 

Emma , as they sometimes did at parties, how she and her husband had met, she told 

them: “We grew up together.”.  

Emma’s untimely death is a very sad ending. So many years they could have been 

together as a couple have been lost. But her death occurs not at the very end of the 

novel.  To finish, Nicholls revisits the first 15
th

 July, and we see their first kiss - the 

sweetest kiss that either of them would ever know. They hurry back together to 

Dexter’s flat - both excited by the other -  but circumstances keep them apart that day 

- Dexter’s parents arrive earlier than expected – his mother exclusively claims his 

company  – and their moment is gone.  

This is where it all begins . Everything starts here, today.  

And then it was over. 

Highly recommended - Very popular - with one or two exceptions. General view:  a 

fantastic read - couldn’t put it down - Warm, very funny, moving and engaging.   

Strong message - carpe diem!!  

 

  

 



 

 


