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  Preface



There’s something timeless—and just a little suspicious—about a quiet European village.




When I first envisioned Grace Whitmore, I imagined a woman who didn’t set out to be a sleuth but became one by necessity and instinct. A woman with sharp eyes, a kind heart, and a past that made her both curious and cautious.




Murder on Lavender Lane introduces readers to Grace and the peaceful village of Saint-Antoine, where the smell of lavender floats on the air… and secrets settle just beneath the cobblestones. Like all good cozy mysteries, this one is filled with atmosphere, eccentric locals, red herrings, and a determined heroine who asks the questions no one else dares to.




This book began with a simple thought: What if the most dangerous place in town was also the most charming?




It’s my hope that this mystery, and those that follow, keep you guessing—and smiling—until the very last page.




Enjoy the journey, and welcome to Lavender Lane.




— David Hennessey
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Chapter One: Bienvenue à Saint-Antoine




Grace Whitmore adjusted her wide-brimmed straw hat and took a deep breath of lavender-scented air as the taxi rounded the bend and revealed the postcard-perfect village of Saint-Antoine-de-Provence. Stone cottages with blue shutters lined narrow cobblestone streets, and in the distance, olive trees shimmered under the Mediterranean sun.




After thirty years of teaching English to uninterested high schoolers in Michigan, Grace had traded snow tires for sandals, grading papers for morning markets. Her new home—a small cottage with chipped shutters and a riotous garden—waited at the end of Lavender Lane.




“C’est ici, madame,” the taxi driver said, stopping beside an ancient stone wall draped in bougainvillea.




Grace tipped him generously, then stood for a long moment, taking it all in. Birds chirped. A bicycle bell rang in the distance. The village clock chimed eleven.




Inside the cottage, everything smelled like citrus and old wood. Hemingway, her long-bodied dachshund, sniffed every inch with cautious approval. The previous owner had left a welcome basket: a bottle of rosé, a wedge of cheese, and a note that read, “You’ll love it here—as long as you keep your nose out of the village’s business.”




Grace chuckled. “Too late for that, I’m afraid.”




Outside, she made her way to the café at the corner of Rue des Oliviers. She was halfway through her café au lait and a flaky croissant when a bloodcurdling scream echoed through the square.




A woman burst out of the café’s side door, her apron stained red.




“Julien! He’s—he’s dead!”




Grace blinked. The sleepy village she’d chosen for its peace and quiet had just served up its first mystery—and she had a front-row seat.




Grace rushed to her feet, nearly upsetting her coffee. The scream echoed again as a small crowd gathered near the side entrance of Café des Amis, a favorite among locals for its creamy quiches and gossip-laden espressos. The apron-clad woman, trembling, leaned against the doorframe, her face ashen.




“Mon Dieu,” muttered a man beside Grace. “That’s Elise. She works for Julien.”




Without waiting for permission or explanation, Grace made her way through the cluster of onlookers, Hemingway trotting faithfully behind her. She wasn’t a doctor, nor did she have any real business inserting herself into someone else’s tragedy. But the former teacher in her—the woman who’d once chased down a thief outside a Detroit bookstore with nothing but her umbrella—refused to stand still.




The café’s back room was dim, with wooden shelves lined with dusty bottles of wine and olive oil. In the corner, slumped over a prep table, lay Julien Moreau, the café’s owner. His signature scarf, striped navy and cream, was knotted loosely at his neck, but it was stained a dark, sticky red. His eyes were open but lifeless.




“Don’t touch anything!” shouted a voice from behind her. A gendarme had arrived, breathless and frowning. “Step outside, madame.”




“I didn’t touch him,” Grace replied calmly, backing up with her hands in the air. “But I think you’ve got a serious situation.”




The officer nodded grimly. “It appears so.”




Outside, whispers swirled like a summer breeze.

“He was just talking to Henri last night…”

“Maybe it was a robbery?”

“Julien always locked up carefully—too carefully.”




Grace stepped back, observing the villagers. Some stared at the café in shock, others whispered behind their hands. A few seemed almost too calm. Henri Dubois, the charming widower who ran the village’s wine shop, stood with arms crossed, his lips pursed. Madame Fournier, the retired schoolteacher, leaned heavily on her cane, whispering something to the mayor’s assistant.




Grace narrowed her eyes.




She didn’t know these people yet—but she knew people. Someone in this crowd knew more than they were saying.




As Hemingway pressed against her ankle, sensing her unease, Grace whispered, “Well, my little friend, I think our retirement just got a lot more interesting.”




A bell rang from the village church tower—noon.
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