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Praise for Thirty Things I Love About Myself

‘Funny and charming’

PANDORA SYKES

‘A heart-warming and uplifting read, exactly what we all need right now . . . This is going to fly!’

NIKKI MAY

‘A treat. Just lovely, funny, life-affirming storytelling’

LAUREN BRAVO

‘A charming novel. I loved spending time with Nina, Meera, Rupa, Auntie Trish and the whole gang. Typical Sagittarius’

NELL FRIZZELL

‘I absolutely loved this book . . . A witty, relatable and heart-warming novel about the obstacle course of adulthood and learning to, in time, be your own compass, self-help guide and best friend’

EMMA GANNON

‘I adored everything about this hilarious, clever, uplifting novel! Uproariously funny and tenderly touching, it is the perfect antidote for today’s stressful world’

LORI NELSON SPIELMAN

‘So good! Funny, fresh, touching. I’m completely in love with Nina’

JANE FALLON

‘Witty, warm and, most of all, brave and important’

CATHERINE GRAY

‘It is PERFECT – funny and charming and moving all in one . . . I honestly believe everyone will be touched by Nina’s story . . . I loved it!’

HARRIET MINTER
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About the Book
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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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