

  [image: Cover]




David Hennessey

Secrets of the Tuscan Sunflowers


Book 19 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.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Preface
        
      

    
      	
        A Letter from Montepulciano
        
      

    
      	
        The Farmhouse on the Hill
        
      

    
      	
        Fields of Gold and Whispers
        
      

    
      	
        A Missing Artist
        
      

    
      	
        The Secret Studio
        
      

    
      	
        Van Gogh in Tuscany
        
      

    
      	
        The Midnight Visitor
        
      

    
      	
        Olive Groves and Old Wounds
        
      

    
      	
        A Page from the Past
        
      

    
      	
        Sunflowers and Cipher
        
      

    
      	
        The Woman in the Fresco
        
      

    
      	
        A War-Time Witness
        
      

    
      	
        Wine, Whispers, and Warnings
        
      

    
      	
        The Etruscan Clue
        
      

    
      	
        A Picnic Gone Wrong
        
      

    
      	
        Hidden in the Crypt
        
      

    
      	
        Lavender and Lies
        
      

    
      	
        Grace Crosses the Line
        
      

    
      	
        A Tapestry of Betrayals
        
      

    
      	
        The Countess’s Confession
        
      

    
      	
        A Fire in the Vineyard
        
      

    
      	
        When Paint Speaks
        
      

    
      	
        The Final Portrait
        
      

    
      	
        The Secret of the Sunflowers
        
      

    
      	
        A Farewell Beneath Tuscan Skies
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  



  Preface



There is something about Tuscany—the golden light, the rolling hills, the winding roads lined with cypress trees—that promises peace, beauty, and renewal. But even under its famous sun, secrets grow just as wild as the fields of sunflowers.




When travel writer and amateur sleuth Grace Whitmore accepts an invitation to a tranquil farmhouse retreat outside Montepulciano, she imagines lazy afternoons, local wines, and walks through golden fields. What she doesn’t expect is a missing painter, cryptic diaries, and a mysterious symbol hidden in centuries-old art.




As she peels back layers of history, Grace uncovers a trail leading to a wartime betrayal, an unsolved theft, and a secret buried in sunflower fields that someone is still desperate to protect.




Tuscany may be a place of beauty—but for Grace, it’s about to become a place of deadly truths.
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Chapter One - A Letter from Montepulciano




The envelope was thick, creamy, and foreign. Grace Whitmore turned it over twice before sliding her letter opener beneath the seal. The elegant script bore no return address, only her name and her temporary residence in the Marais district of Paris. A curious pang of excitement tickled her chest. Invitations written on stationery like this rarely meant anything ordinary.




She tugged the single sheet of parchment free.




“Cara Signora Whitmore,”

You do not know me, but I know of you. Your articles on lost European villages have found their way into more than one local café here in Montepulciano. We are a quiet hilltop town, but not without stories worth telling—and secrets worth keeping. I believe there is something here that may interest you—a mystery surrounding a vanished artist, a lost collection, and a house filled with sunflowers.

Should you wish a place to stay while you write, my family farmhouse is open to you. Room and board are yours for the summer. The views are magnificent. The questions, even more so.

Respectfully,

Contessa Bianca Bellariva




Grace read the letter twice, then three more times, her eyes darting to phrases like “vanished artist” and “lost collection.” Her mind was already racing. She had traveled enough to know when serendipity knocked at the door—and this felt like more than a nudge.




She folded the letter slowly, thoughtfully. In her thirty-nine years, she had learned to say yes to the unexpected. That habit had once landed her in a Greek cave during a lightning storm and another time in a forgotten railway tunnel beneath Prague. So far, the universe hadn’t disappointed.




She glanced toward the half-packed suitcase on her bed. She had been planning to take a short train trip to Lyon next. But Tuscany? A hilltop villa? Sunflowers and secrets?




“Yes,” she whispered, smiling. “I think it’s time for a little Italian detour.”










The train to Florence rumbled beneath her as Grace stared out the window at the blur of vineyards and olive groves. A cappuccino sat cooling in its porcelain cup. Her notebook—ever present—lay open on her lap, though she’d only managed to scribble a few disjointed thoughts between glimpses of the landscape.




Missing artist. Local legend. Sunflowers…




Her mind kept circling back to that phrase. A house full of sunflowers. Was it literal? Symbolic? Or something far more tangled in Tuscan folklore?




“Scusi, signora,” the train attendant said as he passed. Grace nodded politely and handed him her ticket. She caught sight of her reflection in the glass—red curls tamed back in a scarf, lips painted berry, eyes alert and observant. Even after five years of writing travel columns and stumbling into the occasional mystery, she still felt the old thrill when a story was about to unfold.




By the time she arrived at the Montepulciano station, late afternoon shadows stretched across the countryside. A black Fiat waited near the platform, its driver holding a sign that read “Whitmore.”




“Signora Whitmore?” he asked in a thick accent as she approached.




“That’s me,” Grace said, extending a hand. “Grace Whitmore.”




“Welcome to Montepulciano. I am Matteo. The Contessa asked me to bring you to the villa.”










The road wound higher into the hills, past fields that looked like brushstrokes from a master’s canvas. Rows of sunflowers turned their faces toward the setting sun, casting long golden shadows across the earth. Every so often, tall cypress trees lined the curves, like sentries guarding the secrets of the land.




The farmhouse appeared at the crest of a slope, its stone walls bathed in amber light. Ivy crawled along the sides, and wooden shutters framed windows like curious eyes watching the road. A woman stood on the veranda, elegant despite her bare feet and linen dress. Her white hair was gathered at the nape of her neck, her posture straight as a sculpture.




“Contessa Bellariva?” Grace asked as she stepped from the car.




“Please, call me Bianca,” the woman said with a warm smile. “You arrived just in time for supper. But first, let me show you your room. I hope you don’t mind a view of sunflowers.”




Grace laughed. “At this point, I think I’d be disappointed without one.”










Her room was airy and simple, with exposed beams and an iron-framed bed. But it was the view from the window that stole her breath. Below, a sea of sunflowers stretched out toward the horizon, golden heads gently swaying in the breeze. Beyond that, vineyards clung to the hills like a patchwork quilt stitched by time.




“They bloom a little late this year,” Bianca said behind her. “Perhaps they were waiting for you.”




Grace turned. “I’m flattered.”




Bianca gave a cryptic smile. “You’ll find many things here that don’t behave as expected.”










Dinner was held under a grapevine trellis, the table set with earthenware and candlelight. Grace dined on pecorino cheese, fresh figs, and tagliatelle with sage and butter, all paired with a crimson Chianti that tasted like summer and memory.




She and Bianca talked of Florence and art, of American novels and lost traditions. Only after the sun disappeared behind the hills did Bianca grow quieter, her fingers resting lightly on her wineglass.




“There was once a painter,” she began softly. “Local. Brilliant. Unstable, some said. He came here during the war, escaping something—no one knew quite what. He lived in the guest house behind the villa. Painted sunflowers constantly. Claimed they were more than flowers. Claimed they… remembered.”




Grace leaned in. “And what happened to him?”




“One day, he disappeared. No goodbye. No suitcase. Just gone. But before that—he left behind a painting. One no one was meant to see.”




Grace’s spine tingled. “Do you still have it?”




Bianca’s eyes didn’t blink. “I have it locked in the cellar. You may see it. But only when the time is right.”




The candle flickered, casting long shadows across the table. Grace glanced toward the hills, where the last of the daylight kissed the earth.




She had come for sunflowers and stories.




But now she sensed something deeper. Older. Waiting.
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Chapter Two - The Farmhouse on the Hill


The road to the Bellariva estate curved along ridges that seemed drawn from a dream. Rolling hills, lush vineyards, and cypress trees flanked each side like guardians of memory. As the Fiat rounded its final bend, Grace Whitmore caught her first full view of the farmhouse: weathered stone, shuttered windows, terracotta roof tiles bleached slightly by time. It sat on a soft rise, dignified but not boastful, as though it had been here long before the wars and would still be here long after the vineyards ripened their final harvest.


Matteo, the driver, parked beneath a chestnut tree and opened the trunk. “The Contessa will be waiting,” he said with quiet assurance.


Grace stepped out and was immediately enveloped by warm air scented with thyme, lavender, and the faintest hint of old stone. The sunflowers in the field below the house rippled in a slow wave, their gold faces tilted obediently toward the last light of day. Everything was glowing.


She adjusted the strap of her shoulder bag and approached the front terrace, where a woman waited beneath a grapevine-covered pergola.


“Welcome, Miss Whitmore,” said the Contessa.


Grace smiled and extended a hand. “Thank you for the invitation. I didn’t expect Tuscany to look quite this… cinematic.”


Bianca Bellariva laughed softly, a low, smoky sound. She was elegant, tall, and lean, with snow-white hair twisted into a graceful knot. Her sleeveless dress was the shade of faded sage, and a cameo pendant rested just at the hollow of her throat. Grace couldn’t decide whether the woman looked more like a retired actress or a retired duchess.


“Cinematic?” Bianca repeated. “Perhaps. But film cannot capture our secrets.” She motioned to the door. “Come inside. You’ll be more comfortable soon.”




The interior of the farmhouse was cool and surprisingly spacious. Worn tile floors, heavy beams, and walls decorated with framed etchings and sepia photographs gave it a timeless charm. A long wooden table filled most of the main room, its surface polished smooth by years of candlelit dinners and family debates. Near the hearth stood a stack of books—history, art, poetry—all in both Italian and English.


“Many of my guests have been writers,” Bianca said, noticing Grace’s interest. “Some were chasing stories. Others were trying to forget them.”


“And which am I?” Grace asked lightly.


“That is yet to be seen,” Bianca said. She smiled again, but something behind her eyes held back.


Grace followed her up a narrow stairwell to the guest room, where the shutters were already open. From the bed, she had a view straight across the sunflower field to where the vineyard began to climb the next ridge. In the distance, a tiled bell tower poked through a low forest of trees—Montepulciano’s old town.


“You may open the window at night,” Bianca said. “The breeze carries the sounds of the harvest… and sometimes other things.”


“Other things?”


“Stories. Whispers. Regrets.” She turned
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