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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      Maya Kapoor thought moving to the picture-perfect village of Merrywick would give her family a fresh start. Instead, she finds tight social circles, sharp school-gate politics…and a dead body. All within days of unpacking.

      As the village’s curious newcomer, Maya is quickly drawn into a world of old grudges, uneasy alliances, and gossip that travels faster than the truth. The police would prefer her to mind her own business. But Maya notices details others gloss over, and once her instincts dig in, she can’t look away.

      The Merry Masala Murders is a humorous, intriguing cosy mystery series set in an English village, featuring an amateur sleuth who is sometimes aided, but mostly hindered in her investigations by her mischievous Siberian Husky and a group of eccentric, endearing sidekicks.
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      This book was written in the UK and edited in UK English. Therefore, some spelling and grammar will be different from US English.
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      If you’ve ever walked uphill from Lake Merry, the third-prettiest lake in the Lake District, to Merrywick High Street, you would have seen the bend just off the exit to the A591. And you would know that of all the possible spots to stop on that winding road, that one is the worst, especially if you’re loaded with all the equipment involved in getting a six-year-old girl to school.

      Well, I had no choice but to stop because my phone rang just as I was coming up the steep slope that was the quickest route from the lake to the main road. And it was my mother.

      If you know my mother, you know I’d ignore one of her calls at my own risk. The mothership does not like being ignored and will call back a million times until you answer. So I hoisted the snack bag, book bag, and my tote bag higher on my shoulder, pulled off my glove and answered the phone.

      “Maya, what’s that sound?” asked my mother without so much as a hello.

      “It’s the sound of me breathing,” I wheezed. “Climbing a hill is hard work, Ma.”

      “But why are you climbing hills at nine in the morning?”

      My mother sounded aghast because, back in New Delhi, she was probably just finishing a leisurely cup of tea before her late afternoon yoga session with a personal trainer.

      “Because I’m rushing Anya to school before the gates close. I can’t have the other mums judging me again because we’re late for the second time in a row,” I muttered as I hauled my daughter’s scooter up the hill along with the rest of her gear. Like most children her age, my daughter insisted on taking her scooter to school, but she lost all interest in it less than ten seconds after we left the house, and it was left to me to drag it along.

      “Uh-oh! I’ll talk to you later, Ma. I seem to have misplaced my daughter,” I yelped.

      “Again?” she asked with a groan.

      “It’s not my fault that she likes to gambol into the woods like she’s Red Riding Hood,” I bit out before I ended the call.

      To be honest, I didn’t blame my daughter for wandering off the road because the woods were so inviting. The primroses were starting to bloom all around us, and Anya liked collecting them on her way to school for her class teacher. I didn’t know how to tell her that Miss Plum was allergic to flowers without breaking her little heart.

      I turned around in a complete circle, convinced she’d run off into the woods. To my relief, I spotted her plucking flowers a little ahead and hurried to catch up with her.

      Six months ago, if you’d told me that I would willingly trudge up a hill every morning without someone holding a gun to my head, I would have laughed in your face. Because six months ago, the only workout my heart got was from the adrenaline rush of chasing deadlines in my life as a corporate drone in New Delhi.

      I hadn’t known life could do such a complete turnabout in such a short amount of time. But when my husband, Rajiv, was offered a teaching position at a university in the UK, I’d jumped at the chance to quit my depressing job and pack our lives into three suitcases to move to Merrywick, a beautiful little village in the Lake District.

      Rajiv took up the post of Senior Lecturer in the Physics department at Merrywick College, while Anya was enrolled in Year Two at the local primary school. As for me, I was enjoying my new life in a picture-perfect English village, the likes of which I had only read about in my favourite Agatha Christie novels.

      At the heart of the village, there was a neat little green, edged with tall Georgian houses that had been divided into elegant apartments. Their brick facades were softened by climbing ivy and white-painted railings. From the village green, a short high street ran downhill, lined with a French bakery that sold out by noon, a pharmacy with a bow-fronted window, a florist spilling buckets of colour onto the cobbled pavement, and a handful of shops that seemed to run on their own schedule.

      The high street levelled out at the foot of the hill, leading to a lake that lay quiet and peaceful at the edge of the village. We lived in a lopsided, eighteenth-century cottage near the lakefront. I had been less than impressed the first time I saw the cottage, with its creaking stairs, crooked beams and uneven floors. It was the sort of house that was determined to test my balance as well as my patience. But somewhere between admiring the way the morning light streamed into the kitchen through the leaded glass windows and learning which floorboards to skip over in the middle of the night so I wouldn’t wake everyone up, I had come to love my new home.

      Just as we were about to turn into the lane that led to the school, Anya let out a loud squeal.

      “Look, Mom! It’s a puppy!”

      Sure enough, a lovely little Siberian Husky emerged from the bushes that lined the pavement and jumped up to lick Anya’s nose. I allowed her to pet the pup for exactly three seconds before I ignored her whining and dragged her away. I refused to let her be late again this week. Once was bad enough. But two lates got you side-eye glances from the head teacher, Mrs Mills.

      I waved Anya off at the school gates just in time and smiled at the other mums, most of whom had their noses buried in their cups of over-priced brew from the coffee shop one lane over. Some of them smiled back at me absently before they went back to their conversations. I sighed as I stowed the scooter in the shed the school provided, and wondered if I would ever make any friends here.

      The school mums in Anya’s year were a closed-off group, and I had no way of breaking into their clique, even though we had been here for over two months now. As I headed back home, I noticed the puppy I had seen earlier trotting cheerfully down the high street.

      He was drawing curious glances, but I couldn’t see any owner around. It was strange to see a dog off the leash in our village because there were strict rules about that sort of thing on the high street. I caught up with the pup and whistled to him.

      He stopped in his tracks and turned to me, cocking his head to one side as he gave me a quick once-over.

      “Where’s your owner, pup-pup?” I crooned as I held my fist out for him to sniff.

      He gave it a great lick and then yipped in delight.

      “I know! I’m very pleased to meet you, too,” I said, and gave him a little pet while I grabbed his collar to see if it had his owner’s details. Thankfully, it did.

      “Hmm, this says you belong to the pet shop off the high street. How on earth did you get out? That place is locked up tighter than a prison,” I muttered, scooping him into my arms. “Let’s get you home, little one.”

      I made my way back to the pet shop, where I found the owner telling off the shop assistant.

      “Lucia, didn’t I tell you to lock him up?” she demanded, while the young girl cowered in the face of her anger, winding her turquoise braid around her finger nervously.

      “I did, Mrs Nash. He bit a hole through the door of his cage and squeezed out of it while my back was turned,” she explained, but the owner of the pet shop was having none of it.

      I decided to interrupt her tirade before the poor shop assistant burst into tears.

      “Excuse me, but are you missing something fluffy, grey and precious?” I called from the doorway.

      The owner came running to me and grabbed the pup out of my hands. He let out a little snarl and did his best to wriggle out of her arms. She handed him over to the girl and gave me a wide, toothy smile.

      “Thank you so much, Miss…?”

      “Kapoor,” I replied. “Mrs Maya Kapoor.”

      “Thank you, Mrs Kapoor. I don’t know how my assistant was so careless. As you said, that is a very precious puppy, and I don’t know what we’d have done if you hadn’t found him,” she said.

      “I’m sure it wasn’t your assistant’s fault. These little blighters are known to be escape artists, aren’t they?” I asked lightly.

      “Of course, and this one is the worst,” she said when the puppy bared his teeth at her.

      I put a hand on his head and stroked the soft fur, and to my surprise, he was shaking uncontrollably.

      “Is he all right?” I asked. “He’s trembling…”

      “Probably from the excitement,” she replied, not sounding very concerned. “Again, thank you for your help.”

      She moved to the door as she spoke, clearly wishing me to leave. I took one last look at the distressed puppy and forced myself to walk out of the store, even though a voice in the back of my head told me I was making a mistake.

      As I was walking down the high street, I pulled out my phone and googled reasons why a puppy would be trembling. Apart from serious medical conditions, it mentioned excitement, fear, and the cold. Well, Mrs Nash had certainly claimed it was excitement, but that puppy had not looked too happy to be left in the store. Maybe he was just desperate to find a loving home.

      Mind your own business, Maya, I told myself sternly. I had never, in the thirty-nine years I’d spent on this planet, minded my own business. Not once. But as Rajiv liked to say, it was never too late to start a good habit.

      Besides, I didn’t have time to stick my nose where it didn’t belong. Not today. Because I was a woman on a mission. I was on a quest to find the best samosa in Merrywick. Of course, I knew that the samosas in England couldn’t be a patch on the giant triangles of joy you’d find on every street corner back home, but how bad could they be?
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