

  [image: Cover]




David Hennessey

RIQUEWIHR: THE CASK AND THE CORPSE


Book 13 in the Grace Whitmore Mystery Series





  

  Copyright © 2025 by David Hennessey


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    David Hennessey has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Preface
        
      

    
      	
        Arrival in Wine Country
        
      

    
      	
        The Cellar Tour
        
      

    
      	
        A Toast to the Past
        
      

    
      	
        The Body in the Barrel
        
      

    
      	
        The Widow of Rue des Vignerons
        
      

    
      	
        A Letter in Red
        
      

    
      	
        Grapes and Grudges
        
      

    
      	
        An Uncorked Secret
        
      

    
      	
        The Vineyard Rivalry
        
      

    
      	
        Beneath the Tasting Room
        
      

    
      	
        A Family Vintage
        
      

    
      	
        The Map in the Wine Ledger
        
      

    
      	
        Footprints by the Vat
        
      

    
      	
        The Harvest Festival Warning
        
      

    
      	
        Truth in the Oak Cask
        
      

    
      	
        A Bottle Too Rare
        
      

    
      	
        The Legend of the Stolen Label
        
      

    
      	
        Fermented Lies
        
      

    
      	
        A Vineyard Revealed
        
      

    
      	
        A Farewell to Riquewihr
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  



  Preface



Nestled among the cobbled streets and half-timbered houses of Riquewihr, France, lies more than just the scent of wine and whispers of history—there are secrets buried deep beneath its cellars and vines. When Grace arrives in this charming Alsatian village to document the region’s winemaking heritage, she never expects to be caught in a mystery as tangled as the grapevines in autumn.




This story brings together the culture of wine, the weight of family legacy, and the danger of long-buried grudges. I hope readers will savor the rich setting and join Grace on another journey of suspense, curiosity, and courage.




Raise a glass—and keep your wits about you.




—David G. Hennessey
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Chapter 1: Arrival in Wine Country







The train from Strasbourg wound its way through the lush Alsatian countryside like a ribbon weaving between emerald hills and half-timbered villages. Grace Whitmore watched from her window, her breath catching as the golden vineyards of late summer came into view, climbing the slopes in neatly terraced rows. Beyond them stood the Vosges Mountains, quiet sentinels wrapped in mist. It was postcard-perfect—but she knew better than to trust appearances.




“This,” she whispered to herself, “is where stories ferment.”




Grace was no stranger to charming villages with cobbled streets and a long memory. But Riquewihr had something the others didn’t: a centuries-old reputation for world-class wine, an impossibly preserved medieval core, and, according to a rather frantic email she’d received three days earlier, a mystery waiting to be uncorked.




She tapped the screen of her phone and reread the message that had pulled her here.




Mademoiselle Whitmore, I read your article on the haunted châteaux of Bordeaux. We have something you may find… equally intriguing. Discretion is vital. I’ll explain when you arrive. — E. Ziegler




The signature had been neat, almost artfully so. E. Ziegler. A name that could belong to an innkeeper, a winemaker, or a murderer. Grace had encountered all three in her travels.




The train hissed as it slowed, approaching a tiny station flanked by rows of flower boxes overflowing with geraniums. Grace pulled her luggage down from the overhead rack, smoothing the creases of her light trench coat, and stepped onto the platform. The scent of grapes, woodsmoke, and something earthier—mustier—hung in the air. She smiled. It was the smell of stories.




Waiting by a vintage Citroën with peeling burgundy paint stood a man in his sixties, tall and reed-thin, with a weathered cap perched on his head. He held a cardboard sign that simply read: Whitmore.




“Grace?” he asked in a thick Alsatian accent.




“That’s me.”




“I am Henri. Madame Ziegler sends her apologies. She is occupied with the preparations for the harvest festival. She asked me to escort you to your lodging.”




He loaded her suitcase into the boot and opened the door with an elegant nod. “You are a journalist, yes?”




“Of sorts,” Grace replied, sliding into the cracked leather seat. “I write about travel, history, culture… and the occasional mystery.”




Henri gave a dry chuckle. “Then you have come to the right village.”




They drove slowly through the vineyards, the late-afternoon light casting long shadows over the vines. Grape pickers worked steadily in small groups, their laughter carrying on the breeze. Grace’s pen itched to write. But something in Henri’s voice held her back.




They passed under a medieval stone archway and entered the village proper. Riquewihr unfolded before her like a storybook come to life—narrow lanes paved in timeworn stone, brightly painted houses leaning together like gossiping old women, wooden signs swaying gently above shop doors.




Henri pulled to a stop in front of a half-timbered guesthouse painted a cheerful sunflower yellow. A sign read Maison des Vendanges – Rooms and Breakfast. The window boxes were bursting with trailing ivy and lavender. Grace liked it instantly.




Inside, she was met by a woman in her fifties, smartly dressed in a wine-colored blouse and pearl earrings. Her gray hair was twisted into a chignon, and her handshake was firm.




“Bienvenue, Mademoiselle Whitmore. I’m Elise Ziegler.”




Grace smiled. “And you’re the one who lured me here with a cryptic message.”




“I hoped it would work. Come, let’s get you settled.”




She was shown to a cozy second-floor room overlooking the village square, its shutters painted forest green. A decanter of Riesling and a small plate of cheese and figs sat on the windowsill.




“I thought you might appreciate a local welcome,” Elise said, motioning to the refreshments. “This vintage is from my family’s vineyard, just beyond the ramparts.”




Grace raised the glass to her nose. “Crisp, clean, citrusy. Excellent bouquet.”




Elise’s eyes twinkled. “You do know your wines.”




“I read a lot of labels.”




They laughed, and for a moment, Grace wondered if the mystery would turn out to be little more than a moldy old legend. But then Elise’s tone shifted.




“Tomorrow, I’ll take you to the estate. There’s something in the cellar you need to see.”




Grace set down her glass. “What kind of something?”




Elise paused. “Something that shouldn’t be there.”




Before Grace could press her, Elise stood. “Rest tonight. Tomorrow, we go beneath the vines.”










That evening, Grace wandered the quiet lanes of Riquewihr. The sun had dipped below the hills, casting the sky in peach and lavender. Warm light spilled from wine shops and brasseries. A man played an accordion outside a café, his dog asleep at his feet.




Everything was charming. Idyllic. Suspiciously so.




She passed a narrow alley where two boys were kicking a football. One stopped and watched her pass, wide-eyed. “C’est l’Américaine,” he whispered.




Grace smiled politely and turned the corner, her boots clicking on the stones.




At the end of the street, she found herself in front of a shuttered wine cellar. A carved wooden sign read Domaine Ziegler – Depuis 1672. Vines crept along the façade like grasping fingers. She reached for the iron handle, but the door didn’t budge. Locked.




As she turned to leave, a second-floor shutter creaked open above. A figure—possibly a woman—stood briefly in the shadows, watching her. Then, just as quickly, the shutter closed.




Back in her room, Grace jotted notes in her travel journal:




Charming village. Too charming.

Madame Ziegler—nervous, guarded.

Locked cellar, unseen watcher.

Tomorrow: answers in the dark?




She flipped to a fresh page and underlined a title:




Riquewihr: The Cask and the Corpse




The adventure, it seemed, had just begun.
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Chapter 2: The Cellar Tour



Grace awoke to the sound of church bells pealing from the village tower—eight crisp chimes that echoed off the half-timbered facades. Morning in Riquewihr was brisk, the air scented with rising bread, pressed grapes, and dew on limestone. She pulled open the shutters and gazed out at the golden light spreading across the rooftops. Below, merchants were already setting up stalls for the coming harvest festival: crates of apples, jars of jam, and bouquets of sunflowers filled the square with life and color.


She dressed in layers—jeans, boots, and a wool cardigan beneath her coat—and descended the creaking stairs to find Elise already in the small breakfast room, buttering a slice of baguette with quiet precision. A pot of coffee steamed beside a plate of croissants and mirabelle plums.


“Sleep well?” Elise asked, motioning for Grace to join her.


“Like a stone. Though I did dream of wine barrels,” Grace said, pouring herself a cup.


Elise smiled thinly. “That seems appropriate. Shall we?”


No more teasing hints. No more innuendo. Just that calm, unnerving invitation. Grace grabbed her shoulder bag and followed her hostess out into the cobbled streets, which glistened faintly from last night’s mist.


They walked in silence past crooked houses leaning over narrow alleys. An old man sweeping his stoop tipped his hat to Elise. “Bonne chance,” he said, not unkindly.


The Ziegler estate lay just beyond the town’s 14th-century ramparts, at the edge of the vineyards where stone gave way to soil. The main house was a stately structure with blue shutters and ivy climbing one wall. But Elise led Grace not to the house—but to a door half-hidden beneath a sagging grape arbor.


“This way,” Elise said, producing an iron key from her coat pocket.


The lock protested with a screech before the door gave way, revealing a steep stone staircase that descended into shadow. Elise turned on the light, and a bare bulb sputtered to life overhead.


Grace hesitated on the threshold. The air changed instantly—cool, damp, laced with oak, dust, and something sour. The smell of old wine and older secrets.


“Don’t mind the chill,” Elise said, stepping down. “The temperature is kept stable for the vintages.”


Grace followed slowly, running her fingers along the stone wall. As her eyes adjusted, the cellar emerged: low ceilings supported by wooden beams, arched recesses with aging barrels stacked in neat rows, racks of dusty bottles labeled with years long past. A small shrine to Saint Vincent, the patron of winemakers, stood in one corner.


Elise stopped before a massive oak cask near the back of the room. Its surface was darker than the rest, almost black, with an iron spigot and carved grape motifs on the side. A faint crack had splintered one edge of the lid.


“This is it,” she said quietly.


Grace stepped closer. “What am I looking at?”


Elise exhaled, then pulled a folded photograph from her coat. She handed it to Grace.


It showed the same cask—only this time, its lid had been pried open. Inside, partially obscured by straw and the curve of the barrel, was a man’s pale hand and a sleeve. Burgundy fabric. Grace squinted. A signet ring on the fourth finger bore the crest of a stag leaping over a vine.


“When was this taken?”


“Three days ago. By my son, Theo. He was doing inventory.”


“Did he call the police?”


Elise looked away. “No. He panicked. Called me instead.”


Grace blinked. “Madame Ziegler… are you saying the body is still—”


“No. By the time we returned to investigate, it was gone.”


Grace stared. “Gone?”


“Cleaned out. No sign of blood. No straw. Just the scent of brandy and… something else. Like iron.”


Grace leaned closer to the cask. There was, indeed, a faint metallic tang in the air. She placed her palm against the wood. Cool. Still. But she felt it—a tremor, not from the wood, but from somewhere deeper in the room. A hum beneath the silence.


“Who would go through the trouble of hiding a body in a barrel… and then remove it?”


“That’s why I wrote to you.”


Grace walked slowly around the cask, examining the floor. Scuffed, slightly sticky in places. Faint drag marks near the back wall.


“Who was the man, do you think?”


“I don’t know. But I have a suspicion.”


She crossed to a nearby worktable and lifted a worn leather-bound ledger
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