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‘This book will change your life . . . if you’re brave enough to let it.’


When Nina Mistry hits rock bottom – because no one plans to spend the night of their 30th birthday in a prison cell – a tatty little self-help book finds its way into her hands. She doesn’t think she needs it; why would a strong, sensible Taurus go on a ‘life-changing journey’ to fix herself? But her inner journalist is curious and within minutes, she’s hooked. By the time the sun comes up, she knows exactly what she needs to do . . .


‘30 bold steps. One year.’


This is not a journey for the faint-hearted. Can she unlearn everything she’s been taught about what matters? Will she have anything left if she lets go of what is holding her back? But whatever else Nina has messed up in her life, she’s never been afraid of a challenge. Her mother is – as always – appalled. Her brother is just too depressed to care. The love of her life? He’s already moved on. And her friends . . . well, that’s another story. But Nina has Nina. And she’s about to find out if that’s enough.


‘It’s time to write a brand new kind of love story.


Are you ready?’









To me. I’ll always love you.
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Chapter 1


Taurus season


TAURUS


Season: 20 April–20 May


Element: Earth


Themes: Self-care. Sensuality. Pleasure.


Best time to: Set goals to make your dreams come true.


Nina did not want to spend her thirtieth birthday in a prison cell. But, unfortunately, it looked like that was exactly what was about to happen.


‘Here we are.’ The fifty-something police officer, who’d been in charge of Nina ever since she’d been led into Leicester Police Station with handcuffs around her wrists and mascara smudged down her cheeks, stopped abruptly outside a heavy metal door. ‘Not quite the Ritz, but at least you’ll be alone.’


‘Alone?’ Nina looked up at him in alarm. ‘No, no, I don’t need to be alone. I’ll be fine in one of those group cells with the bars.’


The police officer laughed at Nina’s lack of knowledge. ‘Those only exist in America. In Her Majesty’s police stations, you get your own cell.’


‘But I thought that being in isolation was a punishment?’ asked Nina. She was trying not to panic, and up until now, she’d been fine. She’d barely made any drug-smuggling jokes when the female police officer saw her washing out her Mooncup in the toilet, she’d handed over her shoelaces without pointing out just how difficult it would be to hang herself with them, and she’d only made one reference to the last time she’d worn handcuffs. But that had been before Nina realised she’d actually have to spend the night in a cell. Alone.


‘It’s normal procedure when someone has been arrested at night,’ said the police officer, struggling with the key to the cell.


‘Not on Orange is the New Black,’ muttered Nina.


‘This isn’t TV,’ he replied, pushing the door open. ‘It’s Leicester.’


‘Please,’ said Nina, in one last futile attempt to avoid her fate. She looked at the name on his shirt. ‘Look, DC Spencer, you know I’m innocent. I didn’t do anything wrong. Is it really necessary for me to stay the night? Can’t I just come in tomorrow morning for the interview?’


DC Spencer sighed impatiently. ‘You’re under arrest,’ he said. ‘Which means you’re going to have to spend the night in this cell. So get in there.’


He moved aside and jabbed his thumb towards the tiny room behind him. The whole thing was made of concrete and painted to look like faux marble. It hadn’t worked. There was a ledge built into the wall with what looked – and smelled – like a blue plastic gym mattress placed on top of it, as well as a much smaller blue plastic lump that Nina presumed was the pillow. There was no bed linen.


‘That’s the toilet,’ said DC Spencer, pointing to a hole in a smaller faux-marble ledge. ‘But also where the water comes out to wash your hands.’


‘Oh good,’ said Nina faintly, trying not to inhale the musty odour. ‘An eco-friendly en suite.’


‘If you like. At least you’re dressed for it.’ He looked at her oversized jumper, pyjama bottoms and large puffa coat.


‘I only popped out of the house to get a falafel.’ Nina crossed her arms. ‘I didn’t expect to get arrested.’


They both looked down at a series of white stains on her pyjama bottoms.


‘Hummus,’ explained Nina. ‘It’s not easy to eat a falafel wrap when you’ve got handcuffs on.’


‘Oh, good, so you won’t be wanting dinner. Right, well, that’s it, then.’


‘Wait!’ cried Nina. ‘Is there anything I can do? I’m guessing there’s no TV. But do you have any magazines? Books? A guidance leaflet? I’ll read anything.’


‘God, I don’t remember the last time anyone asked for books.’


‘Do you . . . think you’d be able to find something? Honestly, I don’t mind what it is. I just know I won’t sleep, so anything to keep me distracted would be great.’


‘I think all the books got ruined by a stag do.’


Nina opened her mouth to speak, but DC Spencer shook his head. ‘Don’t ask,’ he said, as he walked out of the cell.


‘Hang on. Before you go, would it be possible to get a hot drink or something?’


‘Will tea do?’


‘Oh, an Earl Grey would be amazing,’ said Nina gratefully. ‘Or a chamomile, actually. I guess it’s a bit late for caffeine.’


DC Spencer barked with laughter. ‘Chamomile! The tea comes from a machine. It’s powdered.’ At the sight of Nina’s horrified face, his voice softened. ‘They have a hot chocolate that isn’t so bad.’


‘My mum keeps saying I should eat less refined sugar,’ said Nina. ‘Apparently, it’s why my life is so bad.’


DC Spencer raised his eyes to the concrete ceiling. ‘You’re about to spend your birthday under arrest. You can have a hot chocolate.’


‘Oh, all right,’ said Nina. ‘I’ll take two.’


Nina sat in the cell and cried. Ever since she’d broken up with the man who’d been planning her not-so-surprise thirtieth, she’d lost all hopes of celebrating her birthday in style. But it had never occurred to her that she’d turn thirty alone in a cold cell with watery hot chocolate and not even a bedsheet for company. Nina wasn’t big on symbolism, but she couldn’t ignore the fact that this was not a very good sign. Her twenty-ninth year had not gone as planned, so she’d been desperately hoping that her thirtieth would be an improvement – no, not hoping – she needed it to be. Only, so far, it looked like it was going to be her worst year yet.


She really had just popped out for some emotional comfort food when she’d been arrested. It had been her last evening in the flat that she’d shared with Nikhil until a month ago, and she’d felt depressed being there with her boxes stacked high against all the Ikea furniture he’d painstakingly built – and thus claimed as his own. She’d felt so lonely. Lonelier than she had in years, and it hurt. She’d tried to fill up the empty pit inside of her, eating everything she could find in the flat, even Nikhil’s tasteless protein bars. But it wasn’t enough to plug the gaping raw pain. So she’d done what any sane woman in the final hours of her twenties would have done; stuck a coat on over her pyjamas to go and buy a takeaway falafel wrap with a side of cheesy chips.


The drama had started when she came across the activists on her way home, a group of loud, jovial women walking with Thermoses and placards. Nina had been staring enviously because she’d never been to a protest before, even though she’d seen Billy Elliot four times (once even in the West End), and she’d always felt it was something she needed to tick off her bucket list. So when one of the women asked her to hold her placard for a moment, assuming that Nina was also marching against the council’s unfair closure of a local centre to help refugee women, Nina had decided this was her miners’ moment. The cause was perfect – as a brown woman, supporting refugees was basically in her blood – and the demonstration was conveniently going past her flat. It was time for her to make a stand.


Within minutes, Nina was sharing tea from the protesters’ flasks and agreeing heartily that the council had their priorities wrong. She was so inspired by the convivial atmosphere she’d even started up a ‘save our centre’ chant, barely taking in the fact that a bunch of angry-looking men had joined their march. For the first time in a month, surrounded by her new friends, with a bag of cheesy chips and a falafel in her hand, Nina had forgotten how miserable she was.


Until, suddenly, plastic bottles were flying in the air, her chips were thrown to the floor and people were screaming. Nina was left clutching her falafel wrap for dear life. By the time she had processed that she was in the middle of a fight, the police had arrived and arrested anyone who hadn’t realised they were meant to run. Which meant that Nina was the only one they’d managed to arrest.


The cell door opened. It was DC Spencer. ‘You can have your phone call now,’ he said, pointedly looking away from Nina’s sodden, teary face.


She rubbed her sleeve across her eyes and eagerly stood up to follow him into the corridor. ‘Oh, thank you. Hopefully, I’ve got enough battery left.’


He snorted with laughter. ‘Oh, you won’t be using your phone. That’s gone into evidence. You use the phone here in reception’ – he gestured to a grey plastic desk at the end of the corridor – ‘and Jim will dial the number for you.’


An elderly police officer pushed his glasses up with the tip of his finger and beckoned to Nina. ‘What’s the number you want to dial, then, love?’


Did she even know any numbers off by heart – other than Nikhil’s?


‘Um. Okay.’ She recited his number slowly.


‘Very good,’ said Jim, slowly tapping on keyboard. ‘And what’s the name of the person you’re calling?’


‘Nikhil Tripathi.’ She spelled it out for him before he even had to ask, and thanked God for her ‘Indian enough but not so Indian nobody can say it let alone spell it’ name of Nina Mistry.


‘Very good. And what relation is this man to you?’


‘Well, he was my fiancé. I guess ex-fiancé. We still love each other, though.’ Jim blinked in response. ‘Sorry,’ said Nina. ‘Can you just put . . . friend?’


Jim took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes, while DC Spencer let out another snort of laughter. ‘I’m not sure it’s the best idea for you to call this man,’ said Jim, looking up at her kindly.


‘No, it’s fine. I know it sounds strange. But we only broke up a month ago, and we were together for three years. He’ll definitely still help me.’


Jim looked worried. ‘Is there anyone else you can call? Anyone at all?’


Nina sighed. Maybe he was right. She knew that Nikhil would help her if she called, because he always did. It was one of the reasons she’d fallen in love with him. But they had promised not to speak after the break-up and, considering she was the one who’d broken his heart, that was probably the least she could do.


She tried to think of who else she could call.


She knew her mum’s phone number, but having to deal with her critical judgement was not an attractive option. Typical, she’d say, even though being locked in a cell was actually very atypical behaviour for Nina. It’s always one thing after another with you. You bring shame on me by insisting on living with your fiancé before marriage, and then, after I finally come round and admit to Auntie Hetal you’ve been cohabiting, you end it! Do you know how humiliating it was to take back the invitation I sent my friends? Oh yes, I know you didn’t want me to invite anyone to the wedding before you had a date, but this is how our community works, Nina. You have no respect for any of it. And now this – arrested! I’m embarrassed to call you my daughter.


They’d had variations of this conversation so many times before – writing about your personal life for these websites and calling it journalism! Do you have no shame? – that Nina could recite it word for word. There was no way she was going to voluntarily put herself through it while having one of the worst nights of her life.


But the sad truth slowly dawning on her was that she wasn’t sure who else she could call. While she had scattered friends who were free for a quick drink on a Tuesday, none of them was ever around on a Saturday night, let alone for a ‘help, I’m in prison!’ phone call. Everyone was always so busy – working long hours, on a romantic weekend away with their partner, or going to yet another wedding. Nina didn’t get it; even when she was with Nikhil, she’d never been that busy, and even if she had been, she would have dropped it all for her friends. But it seemed that while Nina’s priorities hadn’t changed since her early twenties, everyone else’s had.


She ran through her options. Most of her university friends had stayed in London, and when she’d left to go back to Leicester she’d fallen out of touch with them. She did have some work friends, but even after countless boozy Friday-night drinks, she didn’t feel close enough to them to reach out in a moment of crisis. The only one she’d even been truly close to was Elsie, who’d spent hours crying with Nina in the work toilets in their first job at a magazine they both hated, but now she’d been promoted to Features Director at that same magazine, she was always too busy to hang. Which left Nina’s schoolfriends.


There was no way she’d call Gayatri – she was so smug that she’d definitely make Nina feel even worse – and she didn’t know her number anyway. But Jo had been her best friend ever since they’d bonded over Angus, Thongs and Full-Frontal Snogging in Year 7. They’d spent most of the 2000s racking up huge phone bills, discussing everything from what had happened on Saturday night to how unfair it was they both had such dysfunctional families, laughingly competing for the title of Most Fucked-up Family. And when Nina unequivocally and tragically won that title in Year 10, Jo – and her therapist mother – had been the main reason she hadn’t had a total breakdown.


They’d admittedly been drifting for a while now, and Nina was slightly annoyed at Jo for sending only a string of broken-heart emojis after Nina had told her about ending things with Nikhil, but Jo was Jo. And Nina was running out of options.


With a slightly despondent sigh, Nina turned to Jim and recited the phone number she’d known off by heart for fifteen years.


‘Hello?’ Jo answered instantly, her voice echoing through the station on loudspeaker.


‘Oh my god, Jo. It’s so good to hear your voice.’


‘Who is this?’


‘Oh, sorry! It’s me, Nina.’


‘How come you’re calling me from a private number so late? Are you out? Anyway, it’s amazing you’re calling.’


‘Um, I’m not sure it is,’ said Nina. ‘Because I’m actually in—’


‘Guess what just happened?’


‘What?’ she asked, very aware that this one-sided conversation was not going the way it should.


‘I’m engaged!!! Jaz just proposed!!!’


‘Oh my god, wow,’ said Nina weakly, turning away from both the police officers so they wouldn’t see her face. ‘Congrats! That is super-exciting for you. Look, I don’t want to—’


‘Thanks!’ cried Jo. ‘I’ll fill you in on all the deets later. Obvs, you’re going to be a bridesmaid.’


Nina tried again. ‘Jo, sorry, I don’t want to make—’


‘Oh my god, I’m the worst!’ screeched Jo. ‘I forgot it’s your birthday tomorrow. That’s why you’re calling, right? I’m so, so sorry, but I can’t do brunch any more – we’re having a family celebration for the engagement. But I promise I’ll make it up to you.’


‘Thanks, Jo, but that’s not really—’


‘Nins, I need to go and call more people. It literally just happened. My ring is insane, you’re going to die! I just Instagrammed it, if you want to like it on there. Love you – and oh my god, happy birthday! Bye.’


Jo hung up and Nina was left standing over the phone in silence. Jim looked at her with obvious pity in his eyes. DC Spencer was studying the floor, clearly trying not to laugh.


‘I’m afraid that’s your one phone call,’ said Jim. ‘Sorry.’


‘It’s fine,’ sighed Nina, pulling her coat tight around her. ‘It’s not like I have anyone else to call, anyway.’


Nina went back to her cell and cried. Again. Or maybe it didn’t count as a separate cry if she hadn’t really stopped. She’d been crying since she ended things with Nikhil a month ago. But she’d been having weekly Sunday evening ‘what the fuck am I doing with my life and why don’t I feel okay?’ cries for longer than that. She wasn’t sure if they’d started when Nikhil had told her he didn’t like giving oral sex, or when she’d found his five-year plan in the kitchen and realised how little they had in common. It wasn’t that she had anything against buying a three-bedroom house in Derby in three years’ time, especially if it came with the border collie that Nikhil foresaw for the following year. But it just felt so grown-up and, if Nina was honest, a little dull. She wasn’t ready to spend the next five years preparing for the children she knew he wanted to fill the house with. She’d always imagined she’d spend her thirties living a glamorous life back in London as she climbed the career ladder and wore heels to work, or travelling around the world, making love to her boyfriend in a Goa beach hut at sunrise. But the only travel on Nikhil’s plan had been a FIFA World Cup trip that Nina had zero interest in joining.


For the last year of their relationship, she’d been plagued by doubts about how different they were and how they wanted different things. But because she didn’t know exactly what it was she wanted, she’d become even more confused. And she loved Nikhil. She really did. So she’d stayed with him, hoping that eventually her doubts would disappear and love would conquer all. It was why she’d said yes to his marriage proposal. She’d thought that making a concrete decision about their relationship would kickstart her into finally wanting the same things as Nikhil – the things you were supposed to want. But when the reality dawned on her that she’d just signed up to spend the rest of her life with a man she wasn’t fully compatible with, she’d felt worse. Two months after the proposal, she’d broken up with him – and broken her own heart in the process.


It turned out that breaking up with someone you still loved was pure agony. Nina almost wished Nikhil had cheated on her so that she had a reason to hate him. But she didn’t, because he was practically perfect. Just not perfect for her. She missed him so much it physically hurt. The only consolation was that she knew she’d done the right thing; the wave of relief that had flooded her body the moment she’d managed to say ‘I love you so much, but I’m starting to realise love isn’t enough’ had proved that to her. Unfortunately, the relief had disappeared a split-second later, when a tear slid down Nikhil’s face. It had been replaced by a constant, crushing pain in her gut that hadn’t left her since. Sometimes it was so intense that Nina wondered if it would have been better to just stay with him. Was it really that bad to marry someone you were pretty sure you’d end up divorcing one day if they were your best friend and you loved them?


The Nina who’d been raised on a diet of Disney couldn’t believe she was even asking herself this, but adult Nina wasn’t so sure it was that bad – especially when the other option meant living like she was now. Her life was just so empty. It wasn’t just the fact that all her friends were too busy with couples’ dinner parties to hang with her; she didn’t even feel fulfilled by her career.


She pretended to Jo, Gayatri and the others that she loved working flexible hours, but the truth was that she was going crazy spending all day at home alone. Sometimes she was busy writing, but most of the time she was scrabbling around for work, and it was making her lose the passion she’d always had for journalism. Especially because the pop-culture articles she was writing now couldn’t be further away from the idealistic career she’d always dreamed of, giving a voice to the under-represented and making a difference.


Nina had just about managed to pay her bills since she went freelance a couple of years ago, but now that she wouldn’t be splitting rent with Nikhil any more she knew she had no choice but to go back home. To her ‘don’t air your dirty laundry in public’ mother and her clinically depressed brother.


Nina closed her eyes and sobbed out her pain. It came out in a wild-animal howl that sounded like something from The Jungle Book, but she didn’t care. She hadn’t cried like this in years. Normally, she didn’t let herself get to this point. She’d watch a TV show, or check her Instagram, or have a snack. Sometimes several. In extreme circumstances, she’d pour herself a glass of wine to go with her side of carbs. But here, alone in this cell, with no internet, no carbs and no wine, there was nothing at all to distract Nina from just how sad she really was. So she cried, and cried, and cried.


Two hours later, she was still sobbing desperately when the grate on her cell door slid open and a book landed on the floor in front of her.


She stared at it in surprise, then looked up through her tears at DC Spencer’s eyes shifting awkwardly in the grate. ‘I found a book,’ he said. ‘It’s the only one that wasn’t ruined by the stag do.’


Nina gingerly went over to pick it up. It was slim, white and contemporary-looking. The back was covered in quotes from people saying things like: ‘This book changed my life’ and: ‘The best gift anyone can ever give you’. There was no author name but a line on the back explained that it was published by a collective called the ‘Self-love Club’. Nina turned it over to see the front cover. Bright red capital letters shouted: ‘HOW TO LOVE YOURSELF (AND FIX YOUR SHITTY LIFE IN THE PROCESS)’.


‘Happy birthday,’ said DC Spencer.
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Chapter 2


Taurus season


‘You’re free to go,’ said Jim, smiling at Nina, who imagined she was looking even more bedraggled than before. After all her tears, her eyes must be swollen and red, all traces of mascara washed away, and her hair plastered in greasy chunks on top of her head. ‘But I have a small surprise for you. To make up for your lack of phone call last night.’


‘You bought some Earl Grey?’ asked Nina hopefully.


‘Uh . . . no, sorry,’ he said, fidgeting with his glasses. ‘No, I know you didn’t have anyone you could call last night. So, I looked up your “in case of emergency” contact number, and I managed to get through to your mum. She’s coming to get you!’


Nina stared at Jim in horror. ‘My mum? You can’t be serious?’


The smile slowly dropped off his face. ‘Uh, yes?’


Nina closed her eyes and focused on summoning every grain of her strength. She was going to need it.


‘Are you, um, all right?’ asked Jim. ‘Don’t forget your, uh . . .’ Nina opened her eyes to see him gesturing towards a plastic bag on the desk containing all her belongings: her phone, a credit card, the half-eaten falafel wrap, clumsily wrapped in paper napkins, and her house keys. With a loud sigh and a dirty look aimed at Jim, Nina picked up the transparent bag and slowly walked out of the station – praying that the book she’d stolen wouldn’t fall out of her pyjamas.


The silver BMW pulled up outside the police station. Nina shoved the rest of the wrap in her mouth and wiped her hands on her pyjama bottoms.


‘Oh my god,’ said Rupa as Nina opened the car door and slid into the passenger seat. ‘You look awful.’


‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Nina. ‘Good to see you too.’


‘I’m going to have to open a window,’ muttered her mother as she drove out of the station, lowering both car windows. ‘You smell musty.’


She turned to look at her daughter. ‘You know, I cannot believe what you have put me through, Nina. I’ve been worried sick. Why didn’t you call me? What kind of daughter doesn’t let her mother know she’s been arrested?’


‘I’m sorry. It was late, and I didn’t think there was any point. It wasn’t like you could have got me out. They told me I’d be free to go home in the morning.’


‘That’s not the point,’ cried Rupa, her blow-dried hair swinging angrily around her immaculately made-up face. ‘How do you think I felt when a police officer called me and I found out you’d spent the night there without telling me? It’s so mortifying that he rang me, and you didn’t. He said you called Jo. Jo. A friend over your own family. You know that blood is thicker than water.’


Nina sighed. She was too tired to navigate her mum’s circular arguments. Instead, she pulled out her phone to distract herself by reading all the messages she’d missed while in jail. There weren’t any.


‘Are you even listening to me?’


‘Yes,’ said Nina, checking Instagram. ‘You’re angry I called Jo, not you. I’m sorry. Next time I’m in jail, I promise I’ll call.’ No new notifications, but 700 likes under the photos of Jo’s ring. She pressed ‘like’ then flung her phone back into the plastic bag.


‘Nina,’ lamented her mum. ‘Can you please treat your belongings with more respect. No wonder you ended up in jail. Honestly. I hope you know how lucky you are that they let you go with no consequences; there was an article in the Daily Mail recently about an innocent Indian man who died in a jail cell.’ She paused then shook her head. ‘It’s just not right that you wouldn’t tell me. Any other daughter would call their parents, but not you. Oh no, you have to be Miss Independent and try to go it alone. It’s about time you acted like an adult, now you’re thirty.’ She sniffed. ‘I suppose you expect me to wish you a happy birthday, though, really, I can’t see anything happy about this.’


‘It’s fine, Mum,’ said Nina wearily. ‘And I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing by not telling you. I just know you’ve got a lot going on with Kal, and I didn’t want to add to your stress. I was trying to be considerate so you wouldn’t worry.’


‘I’m your mother, it’s my job to worry. I’ll worry till the day you die. I’m not a white mother, forgetting her children and leaving them in jail.’


‘What does that—’


‘Don’t try and blame this on Kal, either,’ snapped Rupa. ‘You know it’s not his fault he’s not well. And stop changing the radio station. I want to listen to Asian Network.’


Nina breathed deeply. She could do this. She’d survived jail. She could survive a fifteen-minute car ride with her mother. ‘Okay. Sorry. I’m just really tired and I don’t feel great. Can you just drop me at Nikhil’s place?’


Rupa shrieked and slammed the brakes on. ‘Nikhil’s?! You are not going back there. Not after you broke his heart. You are going to leave that boy alone and move out of his flat once and for all. I can’t believe what you’ve put us all through. His parents didn’t even look at me at the bhajans last week. Do you know how that feels? Do you?’


Nina closed her eyes and tried to drown out her mum’s lecture as they drove through the city centre, into the suburbs, and finally to the picture-perfect village of Newtown Linford, pulling up outside a modest detached house with symmetrical shrubs lining the driveway.


‘I hope you’re getting straight in the shower,’ said Rupa, looking her daughter up and down as she got out of the car. ‘You look like you haven’t washed in days. And make sure you take your coat off outside. If that smell comes inside, it’ll get everywhere.’


Nina stepped out of her shoes and coat in the driveway as her mum punched the code into the high-tech keypad on the door. ‘Would you like me to strip to my underwear, or is this enough?’ she asked.


‘There’s no need to be so dramatic,’ said Rupa, ushering her daughter into the cream-on-cream hallway, simultaneously spritzing mandarin-and-grapefruit spray into the air. ‘You can strip here in the hallway.’


Nina sighed and peeled off her jumper and pyjama bottoms to reveal a black cotton bralette and hot-pink knickers. ‘Do you even want to know why I spent a night in a cell?’


‘The police told me,’ said Rupa, slipping out of her cream cashmere wool coat and placing her keys on the wooden console table. ‘Refugee protests. I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t believe you’d risk everything just to support these people coming into our country to take our jobs. They’re probably ISIS in disguise.’


Nina stared at her mother in shock. ‘Mum, you were one of those. Your dad literally came here to get work.’


‘Because we were kicked out of Uganda by Idi Amin and there was nowhere else to go,’ retorted Rupa, picking up Nina’s clothes. ‘These refugees have no idea how lucky they are. They can stay in their countries, but they choose not to.’


A half-dressed Nina followed her into the glaringly bright kitchen, with its white marble counters and freshly painted white cupboards. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of disinfectant and immediately started tugging at the bespoke porcelain door handles in search of carbs and refined sugar, hoping to avoid getting into the same fight she’d been having since she was thirteen. ‘I’m guessing there’s not a surprise birthday cake hidden in here somewhere?’


‘Oh, for god’s sake, Nina! I spent weeks asking you what you wanted for your birthday, and you said you were too heartbroken to celebrate so could we please cancel it – and now it turns out you were expecting a cake! Honestly, there is no pleasing you.’


‘Okay, sorry. Forget I asked.’ Nina crouched down next to her mum’s legs to open a wide drawer beneath the oven. ‘I just wanted some sugar . . . Ooh, here we go.’ She pushed aside the vegan, gluten-free cereal bars and raw energy balls, triumphantly pulling out a slab of dark chocolate. At least it had sea salt in it.


‘Are you going to eat that entire chocolate bar?’ Rupa peered down at her daughter. ‘It’ll go straight to your thighs. And can you please put some clothes on? Your brother’s upstairs and, you’re far too old to walk around like that.’


Nina took a deep breath, ignoring the inner teenager inside her raging with injustice, and shoved a large chunk of chocolate in her mouth. Now was not the time to enter into a fight with her mum; she’d barely eaten any carbs in twenty-four hours. Besides, she had some self-love to work on.


When Nina, alone in her cell, had first read the title of the book DC Spencer had given her, she’d been offended. It was true that her life was shitty. But loving herself wasn’t going to fix it. There were lots of things she already loved about herself. Like her long legs. Her thick hair. And okay, she didn’t love the Indian crooked nose she’d inherited from her dad, but she didn’t think she was hideous. Sure, she was failing at a lot of big life things right now, like her career, relationship, friendships, family life – but she liked her personality. She was fun, honest, and . . . a lot of things. She had her flaws, but who didn’t?


She’d started reading the book purely to prove to herself that she didn’t need it. The introduction stated its aim of helping a lost soul (Nina inferred this was meant to be her) find true happiness. The goal was self-love. Instead of the reader focusing on negative situations they couldn’t change, by the end of the book they’d apparently be busy living in the present, connecting with their true selves and experiencing the indescribable joy of being their own best friend.


Nina had rolled her eyes. There was obviously no need for her to read this basic self-help book with its clichéd advice; she already knew what she loved about herself. If anything, that was the one thing she didn’t have to worry about right now. But there had still been five hours till morning, so she’d pressed the buzzer to ask DC Spencer for a piece of paper and a pen – he gave her a wax crayon, because apparently pens were a self-harm risk – and sat down to write a list.




Things I Love about Myself


By Nina Mistry.


1.Good legs. I am very lucky to have them and will not take them for granted.


2.Also my hair. (But not the fact that I also have it on my arms, other unwanted places, etc.)


3.My sense of humour. I can laugh at a lot of things – including every single one of my many flaws – and that is no easy feat.


4.How honest I am. Yes, I overshare a lot, but that’s a positive thing. Well, not to my family, but it is to me.


5.I’m a Taurus, which means I’m stubborn and strong.


6.Even when life has been shit, I haven’t given in to my DNA and tried to end it all.





That’s where Nina stopped. She’d re-read the list that had taken her fifty minutes to compile and realised that two of the things she loved about herself were her date of birth and the fact she hadn’t tried to kill herself. It was so depressing she’d almost started crying again. But after an hour of staring at her list and failing to fall asleep on the rock-hard gym mattress, she decided to give the book another shot. It wasn’t like she’d be sleeping, anyway; the lack of bedlinen would make sure of that.


Instead, Nina spent the whole night manically reading the book.


She couldn’t put it down.


Every chapter felt like it was written just for her – especially ‘How to get through the agony of loneliness’ – and it hit her that she didn’t love herself at all; she didn’t even know herself. She’d spent so long just doing things – being with Nikhil, working on articles to a deadline, trying to escape her family, getting drunk, eating her feelings – she had no idea who she was beneath it all. She’d turned into ‘a human doing, not a human being’ (direct quote from the book) and this first experience of just ‘being’, i.e. sitting in a prison cell with fuck all to do – was showing her that she was not okay.


If the book was right, she didn’t need to marry Nikhil or get a new job to fix her life. What she needed to do was to go inwards, do a lot of meditative breathing, then, eventually, she would be able to fully accept herself. Just the way she was. Like Bridget Jones with Mark Darcy, only she’d be her own Mark Darcy.


This realisation was so intense that all Nina had wanted to do was post an Insta story about her Eat Pray Love moment on the floor of a prison cell in Leicester. But given that she no longer had a phone, Nina had instead forced herself to breathe through the urges, as instructed by the book, and let the possible Instagram captions drift through her head like passing clouds. Om.


Now, showering for the first time in over forty-eight hours – and yes, she’d only been in the cell for twelve – Nina felt good. On the surface, her life had, ostensibly, never been worse. But she couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so peaceful, and it was because of the book. She knew it was weird that this anonymous self-help book had suddenly become her personal saviour, but it had come when she needed it most and it seemed to know exactly how to help her. Because it was now very obvious that her biggest problem wasn’t any of the external stuff; that was just a natural consequence of the fact she could barely list six things she liked about herself, let alone loved.


If she wanted to sort it out, then she’d have to get to a place where she loved herself so much that it wasn’t hard to write ten things on a list. Fuck it, she should aim higher. She should try to write thirty things she loved about herself. One for each of the very long years she’d lived. How hard could it be to find thirty things she loved about herself?


While her leave-in conditioner was doing its thing – the high-end toiletries were one of the few benefits of being in her mum’s house – Nina started to get excited about her self-love mission. She had many flaws but, as her secondary-school netball teacher had known, she’d always loved a challenge. If she was going to do this, she’d have to do it properly. She couldn’t cheat with the list by lying or exaggerating. She wanted this to be a real self-love list she could turn to whenever she felt low. Which was why she needed to pick thirty qualities about herself she really liked, not just things she was born with. She already had two proper ones – her sense of humour and ability to be unflinchingly honest. That was a good, workable start; she just needed to add to it.


But as her comb got caught in a tangled-up knot, Nina felt her stomach start to churn with anxiety. What if she couldn’t find thirty things she truly loved about herself? She wasn’t sure she could cope with failing at this task. She’d always feared failure more than anything – ironic, considering the last few months of her life had been a series of non-stop failures – so maybe she should just donate the book to charity and try to forget all about her first and – hopefully – last night in a cell.


Except, as the knot came unstuck, Nina knew she couldn’t do that. There was something about this goal that felt right in a way that many of her previous life choices, if she was honest, just hadn’t. She needed to do this. Besides, she’d always been good at homework and revision; self-love was just another subject she needed to get an A in. And it wasn’t like she’d never fallen in love before. Since the age of thirteen she’d been an expert at doing it with guys, regardless of whether they felt the same way about her. Now she just had to do the same with herself. How hard could it be? Nina, wrapped in a huge cream towel, padded into her bedroom. Only, as she looked around, she realised it was no longer her bedroom. It was still cream, but all traces of her Blu-tacked Breakfast at Tiffany’s posters were gone. Instead, there were dumb-bells in the corner, piles of political books towering on the desk, and her tall, scrawny older brother was lying topless on the bed with his laptop resting on his boxers.


‘What happened to my room?’ she asked, as her wet hair dripped onto the new bamboo-coloured carpet.


‘My room now, sorry,’ said Kal apologetically. ‘I thought Mum would have told you. When you and Nikhil got engaged, she celebrated by redecorating. She said I could have your room because it’s bigger.’


Nina sighed and pushed her brother’s legs away so there was space for her to sit on the bed. ‘Where’s all my stuff?’


‘She called it “childhood crap” and donated it to charity.’


Nina’s face scrunched up as she tried to remember how much she’d left in her old room when she’d moved in with Nikhil. It was a lot. ‘Typical,’ she said. ‘Guess I’ll be sleeping in your old room, then?’


‘It’s called the guestroom now. But yeah. How are you doing? Mum told me about jail. I never had you down as a protester; I thought you didn’t care about politics.’


‘I care about women who have been abandoned by the government,’ retorted Nina. ‘And I was anti-Brexit. Just because I don’t follow every single parliamentary decision, like you do.’


‘I’m impressed you even know what Brexit is.’


Nina threw a pillow at him. ‘You’re an idiot. Is Mum really pissed off with me?’


‘The usual,’ said Kal. ‘Though, weirdly, I think she was more furious about you breaking off the engagement than getting arrested. She cleaned for eight hours solid when that happened.’


‘Oh god. That’s worse than when you quit your job and came back to Leicester.’


‘Yep. An unmarried thirty-year-old daughter is way worse than a former high-flying City thirty-two-year-old son who got depressed and quit his job. Got to love a bit of Indian sexism.’


‘It’s only because she’s still holding out hope you’ll go back to the six-figure salary,’ shrugged Nina. ‘As am I, to be honest. I could do with a loan.’


‘Sorry, Nins. I’m not going back. That lifestyle isn’t for me.’


‘Do you know what you’re going to do instead? Not that I’m trying to do a Mum and pressure you to get a job or anything. Promise.’


‘You’d better not be. I feel like I spend so much energy trying to make my depression more palatable for her that I don’t have any left to actually try and get better. So no, I have no idea what I’m going to do. And I don’t think I will until I’m in a better place.’


‘Hey, that’s okay,’ said Nina, pulling her towel tighter. ‘There’s time to figure it out. Thirty-two isn’t old, no matter what Mum says.’ She paused. ‘I do feel a bit sorry for her. She thought we’d both be married by now, with decent careers. Only we’re both in our thirties, living at home, and neither of us has a stable job. It’s not exactly great material for boasting at dinner parties.’


‘Tell me about it,’ sighed Kal. ‘This is not how I imagined my life would turn out. I’m back in Leicester congratulating myself for managing to have a shower in the morning while all my mates are in London, getting married and promoted.’


‘I know what you mean. And I have no idea how either of us is going to survive living back here with Mum. You know all the fruit tastes of vinegar because she scrubs them in it? And the only junk food I can find has chia seeds in it. This is going to be hell.’


Kal grinned at her. ‘Happy birthday, mate. I’m clinically depressed; I’m already in hell.’
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Chapter 3


Taurus season


‘Why are you wearing my Whistles jumpsuit?’ asked Rupa as Nina walked downstairs into the hallway that evening.


‘Because all my clothes are at Nikhil’s and you threw my other stuff away,’ replied Nina, trying not to let her mum’s negative energy ruin her positive vibes. Tonight was a big deal. Not only was it the first night of her thirties, but she was going to celebrate it by following the book’s advice and doing her very first self-love mission: to go out on a first date. With herself.


‘I hope you’ve put deodorant on,’ said Rupa. ‘I don’t want you to make it smell.’


‘What? Of course I have. Mum, I don’t smell. Why would you say that?’


‘You ruined my blue dress when you borrowed it once,’ replied Rupa. ‘I had to throw it away because it smelled so awful.’


‘Oh my god, Mum, I was thirteen!’ cried Nina. ‘I was going through puberty. Anyway, I’m going out tonight. So, I’ll be back later.’


‘Who with?’ Rupa peered at her daughter over her leopard-print reading glasses and let her glossy magazine rest on the cream sofa. ‘I thought we’d have a birthday dinner for you. Though it’s too late to get you a cake.’


‘Thanks, Mum, but don’t worry about it,’ said Nina breezily, putting her mum’s leather jacket on over the green silk jumpsuit. It was a warm April evening, so she hadn’t bothered to dry her still-damp hair, but she had put on red lipstick and big gold hoops. Dating herself already seemed more fun than dating a guy – she’d never go for such a statement look on a first date with a man, for fear of scaring him off (everyone knew men hated jumpsuits), but she could wear whatever she wanted to impress herself. ‘I’ve got new plans to celebrate.’


‘Who with?’ repeated Rupa.


‘Does it really matter?’


‘If you’re living under my roof, then, yes, it matters. I want to know where you’re going, who with, and what time you’ll be back.’


Nina closed her eyes and repeated the book’s first mantra to herself: I love myself and everyone around me. ‘Okay. I am going out for dinner and drinks with myself. I’ll be back by eleven at the very latest.’


Her mum stood up so quickly the magazine slid on to the floor. ‘On your own? On your birthday? Oh, Nina. That’s so sad.’


‘No it’s not. It’s empowering. I’m spending time with someone I love – well, want to love.’


Her mum shook her head and went over to the kitchen. She pulled out a cloth and started cleaning the already clean white marble counters. ‘I think it’s strange. People will talk. They’ll think you’ve been stood up. Or that you’re loose.’


‘Loose? Who even says that any more?’ said Nina, grabbing the plastic bag with her keys and credit card in it. It wasn’t the most environmentally friendly option, but it was the only handbag she had right now.


‘Can you at least try not to go somewhere my friends will be?’ asked Rupa as Nina walked out of the door. ‘Go to an English pub, if you have to. Not an Indian restaurant. Especially as you’ve taken my jacket; I don’t want it to smell. And you shouldn’t wear those trainers with the jumpsuit. They don’t go.’


‘Well, I’m sorry for the added shame that my dining alone in an outfit you disapprove of is going to bring you, Mum,’ said Nina defiantly. ‘But I am not a teenager any more. I’m thirty years old, and if I want to go for dinner alone, then that’s exactly what I’m going to do.’ She slammed the door shut behind her.


‘Yes, a table for one, please,’ said Nina to the young waiter at her favourite Indian restaurant. ‘Just one.’


‘Okay,’ he said, guiding her towards a table right by the entrance.


‘Typical,’ muttered Nina. ‘The solo diner gets the worst table in the restaurant.’


‘Um, it’s the only free one.’ The waiter scratched his diamante earring. ‘You can wait for another one, if you’d rather.’


‘No, it’s fine. I’m too hungry to wait. And I already know what I want. I’ll take the thali of the day, please. With an extra peshwari naan. And a side of chilli paneer. And raita, obviously. With a carafe of house white.’


‘Shall I bring another glass?’


Nina sighed loudly. ‘I knew this would happen. Society just can’t handle the thought of a single woman with a healthy appetite dining alone. But I can actually eat and drink all that. You really don’t need to assume that someone is joining me. It’s kind of sexist.’


The waiter smirked. ‘No, it’s just there’s a man standing here. I thought he was joining you.’


Nina turned around and froze.


Nikhil.


He looked as handsome as always: tall, broad, clear brown skin, soft black jumper and jeans. But there were dark circles around his eyes and he looked sad. She felt a pang of love in her chest.


‘Nikhil!’ she cried.


‘Uh, hey, Nina,’ he said, running his hand through his hair awkwardly. ‘I, um, saw you walking in and came over to say hi. Also, happy birthday.’


She gave him a small smile. ‘Thanks. What are you doing here?’


He gestured to a table where two middle-aged Indian couples and two young Indian women were all staring right at Nina with undisguised disgust. ‘Family dinner. Well, with mine, and my sister’s best friend and her parents. I think it’s a set-up.’


‘Ah. I guess I shouldn’t go over to say hi to your parents, then.’


He let out a short laugh. ‘Yeah, definitely don’t do that. They kind of hate you right now.’


‘Do . . . you?’ she asked.


‘Obviously not,’ he said softly. ‘I want to, but, well, you know how I feel about you.’


‘I’m really sorry, Nikhil, about everything. You know I wished that we’d worked out. And I still love you. I just can’t be—’


‘With me,’ he said flatly. ‘Yeah, I know, I get it. I mean, I hate it. But it’s fine. I’m going to be fine.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, you’ve moved out of the flat, right? I heard you’re back at your mum’s. It’s on the grapevine.’


‘I’ve been there less than a day! How do people already know?’


‘Your mum told Auntie P, who called my mum, who told my sister, who somehow organised this dinner in less than an hour.’


‘I really need to get out of this city,’ sighed Nina. ‘But they’re right. I was going to message you to say you can move back into the flat whenever you want now. I still need to pick up my stuff, but I think my mum and Auntie Trish are on it.’


‘Okay,’ said Nikhil. ‘Shit, it’s going to be weird being in the flat without you. I’ll miss you. And your overpriced mattress topper.’


Nina laughed through the tears pricking her eyelids. ‘I told you, it’s important to invest in your sleep. And I miss you too. I can’t even explain how much it all hurts. I know we’re not right as a couple, but you’re still my best friend, Nikhil.’


‘Hey,’ he said gently. ‘I’m not really ready to be friends again, Nina. But maybe with time. We’ll see.’


‘Okay.’ Nina dabbed under her eyelids to stop the mascara smudging. ‘Sure. Well, you should get back to . . . that.’ She gestured to the table, where Nikhil’s sister’s best friend was now holding up her phone as if trying to take a not-so-subtle photo of Nina crying.


‘Yep. Hey, are you eating alone?’


She lifted her chin. ‘Yes, and what?’


‘No, nothing.’ He shrugged. ‘I just thought you hated being alone. It was always the thing that confused me most about you. You seemed so independent, but then you could also be kind of . . . needy.’


‘Okay, ow. An unsolicited home truth on my birthday. But maybe you’re right. I did get a bit needy. I’m trying to change, though. I spent a bit of time alone last night, and . . . I think I’m going to be all right at it.’


Nikhil smiled at her. ‘Good to hear. Maybe if you get really good at it, you can give me a call and I’ll consider taking you back.’


‘Uh, dream on – I’m the one who’s meant to be considering taking you back!’ She paused when she saw the look on his face. ‘Okay, sorry, that was too soon, right? You know I’m not so great at knowing when it’s all right to joke about things.’


Nikhil shook his head and leaned in to hug her. Nina let her eyes shut for a moment as she savoured the feeling of being held in his arms, trying to ignore the pang in her chest as he broke away. ‘Enjoy your alone time, Nins. And happy birthday – again.’


Nina finished her third glass of wine. She was drunk. And full. She shouldn’t have eaten the entire peshwari naan, but she couldn’t cope with the satisfaction of the annoying waiter at her not being to finish her meal. Seeing Nikhil had thrown her. She’d felt so strong coming for dinner alone, but he’d reminded her how good it felt to be around someone who loved her. A good, kind, solid presence. Was she making the biggest mistake of her life, throwing away a lifetime with her best friend? And for what? A life of solo dinners and house whites.


She ate the last chunk of the chilli paneer slowly and closed her eyes. Although, on second thoughts, was there really anything wrong with a life of solo dinners all to herself? It was really, really nice not having to share her favourite dish with Nikhil, or listen to him complaining that her eyes were bigger than her stomach and she needed to stop ordering food she wouldn’t finish. Maybe she was being too hard on herself and her solo self-love life. This was only her first dinner with herself; it was natural that she wasn’t going to fall head over heels instantly, especially with her ex gatecrashing.


She’d need to give it some time.


At least she approved of her date’s food choices, and her outfit. Nina snorted with laughter. Thinking about herself in the third person was hilarious. In fact, so was the fact that she’d seen Nikhil and his entire family on her date. Or maybe it was just because she was drunk.


She couldn’t help laughing out loud, thinking about the expression on Nikhil’s mum’s face, and the whole set-up with his sister’s friend. Karina, that was it. She didn’t blame Karina for trying to move in on Nikhil so quickly. He was one of the few Indian men in Leicester who was above six foot, diamante earring-free, and could actually talk about his feelings – all of which made him an official catch. It wouldn’t be long before there was a line of Leicester’s finest single ladies lining up outside his flat like a scene in a 90s Bollywood movie. She laughed again as the image came into her head. God, she really did have a great sense of humour. Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to fall in love with herself.
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