
        
            
                
            
        

    

  A Pocketful of Posies


  A JORINDE SCHUITERS MYSTERY


  by


  Alicia Warne


  




  Alicia Warne Books


  

    [image: AW Monogram]

  




  Also by Alicia Warne


  The Jorinde Schuiters Mysteries series:


  Short Stories:


  The Locked Chest


  A Pocketful of Posies


  Full-length Mysteries:


  Death on the Loper


  A Crooked Sixpence (Coming Soon)


  Copyright © 2023 Alicia Warne All rights reserved


  The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.


  No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.







  

    [image: Chapter Divider - Flowers]

  


  Jorinde pushed open the door to the servants' hall, hearing the clatter of dishes and a buzz of conversation. These days, she usually took breakfast with her household staff. No need to put them to the time and trouble of laying a place for her in the dining room and running in and out with food and drink. Besides, it gave her a chance to catch up on the gossip — both within the household and out in the city at large.


  Five cheerful faces turned towards her as she entered, chorusing their greetings while she moved to the empty place at one end of the table. But Jorinde, returning the greeting, stopped short of the stool. A posy of flowers sat on the table just in front of the platter that had been laid for her.


  "We've had another one?" Jorinde shook her head in disbelief.


  "On the doorstep, same as the other, when Piet unlocked." It was her housekeeper, Willemina, who answered from the other end of the table.


  Jorinde took her seat and picked up the posy to examine it, while Bente, the cook, got up and fetched a bowl of porridge for her. This time, the posy consisted of celandines, windflowers and forget-me-nots set against a background of large ivy leaves. As with the first posy, the ends of the stalks had been wrapped in slightly dampened raw wool bound with neatly tied twine.


  "And we still don't know who's leaving them and who they're for? You didn't see anyone?" She looked up at Piet. As the household's only manservant, he took on the heavier jobs inside, as well as most of the outside work, and was responsible for securing the house each evening and opening it up again in the mornings.


  He shook his head while he swallowed down a mouthful of porridge. "No, ma'am. I did see someone. Down the other end of the street, heading in the direction of the Great Market in quite a hurry. A man, by the looks of it. But too far away to call after. Could have been him, I suppose."


  "Hmm." Jorinde admired the posy again: common wildflowers but carefully arranged, with the thoughtfulness of the damp wool to keep them fresh. Then she set the flowers back down in front of her platter and picked up her spoon.


  "Maybe it's for you, mistress," Bente said with easy familiarity as she plopped her ample form back down in her seat.


  Jorinde laughed. "I don't think so. The love tokens I get are usually gaudy, expensive trinkets, accompanied by insulting business propositions. I might actually accept a man who gave me something like this."


  Jorinde had received five proposals of marriage in her four and twenty years, two of them before her father's death six months ago and three of them since. There'd also been several less formal approaches to her father since she'd turned sixteen. 


  He'd discussed all of them with her at some length. Neither of them had harboured any romantic illusions or were averse to making a match with a man she scarcely knew and didn't love — if the man in question was capable of becoming an equal partner in the business when Jorinde inherited it. She was her father's only child and he'd made sure his little empire of river barges and ships and warehouses and carters would be in safe hands when he passed away. Neither of them could tolerate the idea of a marriage to a spendthrift fool who'd idly fritter his wife's money or a cocksure merchant who'd override Jorinde's better business sense and drag her into reckless deals without consulting her. 


  Jorinde had privately vowed she'd rather remain a spinster and leave her growing fortune to charity than suffer the daily distress of having married a man like that. 


  Which didn't stop the offers from being made.


  "Maybe it's meant for missy there, then." Bente nodded in the direction of Famke, the older of the two maids. She was a pretty, buxom young woman who'd turned twenty a few weeks ago and had been turning the local deliverymen's heads almost since she'd started working for Jorinde's family six years previously. Bente addressed Famke directly. "I know most of the porters who call here look like they lost a stover and found a bad ha'penny when it’s me answering the door and not you. What about that miller's lad who's been finding excuses to hang around after he's done his deliveries? Think he'd leave something like that?"


  Famke snorted into her mug of tea. "You mean the one who tried to get handsy with me in the scullery a week ago and got slapped for his pains? I don't think he's going to be sending me any flowers after the names he called me."


  Jorinde, her gaze still fixed on the posy, said absently, "I'll have a word with Master Teun if his man is bothering you, Famke."


  "Oh, there's no need for that, mistress," Famke said hastily. "It'd cause more trouble than it'd save.


  Jorinde looked up at Famke and caught the slightly anxious expression on her face. "Yes, I suppose you're right." She was thinking — as Famke was probably thinking — that a man who resorted to calling a woman names after she turned him down might escalate to worse if he got a reprimand from his master.


  "Perhaps," Bente said, around a mouthful of porridge, "it's for the girl." The remark was meant for Hanne, the younger of the two maids, who was only fourteen. "You got yourself a sweetheart, lass?"


  Hanne turned bright red and mumbled something in reply in the direction of her porridge.


  Jorinde, dipping her spoon into her bowl, said thoughtfully, "You know, I don't think that posy was left by a young man. Either of them. The wildflowers, yes, but to know to wrap the stems in wool.... And it's so neatly tied. That's the work of someone older."


  "Maybe you've got a secret admirer, Bente." Famke smirked at the cook as she paid her back for her teasing of the two younger women.


  "You'd better not have!" growled Piet, sounding not entirely serious. He and Bente had been married for thirty five years — they had three grown children — and though Jorinde couldn't say she'd never heard them exchange a cross word, it was a rare occurrence. 


  Bente laughed her rich, rolling laugh. “You know I've only got eyes for you, my darling." She leaned sideways so she could give him a quick kiss on the cheek. "But then, who is it for?"


  "Maybe the message is in the flowers," Jorinde suggested. She looked up at Willemina at the far end of the table. "I know you were always very particular about the flowers we had on the dining table when my father was entertaining."


  They'd stopped doing that a while ago, when her father had become too sick for company. Jorinde supposed she'd have to start again soon. Those dinners with merchants and their wives had been a good way to strengthen relationships and build new ones. The prospect didn't fill her with much joy.


  Willemina took a sip of her tea before she answered. "Yes. Your mother, Gods rest her soul, always insisted on it. She wanted to be sure we sent the right compliments to her guests. Or the right rebukes, if that was called for. Not that most of the merchants would have understood, but their wives might have got the message. And your father and I just continued after she passed."


  That had been more than twenty years ago, for Jorinde's mother had died when Jorinde was very young. Willemina had joined the household a few years before that, after ten years in a deeply unhappy marriage to a feed merchant in Versmult. She rarely talked about her husband, but Jorinde had gathered he'd been several years older than Willemina, had been known to throw his dinner plate across the room if he was in a bad mood — and maybe do worse — and, it turned out, had been terrible with money. He'd left a mountain of debt when he'd died that had swallowed up any provision that might have been made for his widow. The one blessing was that he and Willemina had never had children. But at twenty seven, she'd been forced to leave her home and go out and find work. Jorinde's mother had hired her as a housekeeper, on the strength of her knowledge of how a fine house should be run.


  Jorinde took another look at the posy.  "Celandines, windflowers, forget-me-nots, ivy...."


  "Well, forget-me-nots are easy," Famke pointed out. "That's for true love."


  "And celandine's for hope, I think," Willemina said. "Not that I ever put those on the table. The guests would've thought we'd gone mad — or really wanted to insult them — if I'd gone out and picked wildflowers instead of buying something at the market."


  "And the windflowers?" Jorinde asked the table at large.


  Willemina shook her head to show she didn't know or wasn't sure.


  "The first flowers were all blue," Hanne said shyly, almost too quietly to be heard.


  "So they were, lass." Piet gave her an encouraging smile.   "I remember there were bluebells, because they'd wilted a little, and...." He hesitated.


  "Irises," Jorinde said. "Which seemed odd, because bluebells and irises don't usually grow in the same places, so someone had gone to a lot of effort to find both." She looked down the table at her housekeeper. "Willemina?"


  Willemina wrinkled her brow. "Bluebells are for faithfulness. And, you know, I think windflowers might be, too. And irises are hope...." 


  "So fidelity and hope both times. Our mystery lover seems to be very sure of what they want to say. Assuming they know what the flowers mean." Jorinde ate some more of her porridge while she wondered about that. The flowers could just have been what had come to hand easily. But, no: it would have taken some effort to find both bluebells and irises a month ago. She added thoughtfully, "And both times, the flowers were wrapped in ivy, weren't they?"


  Willemina nodded. "Ivy's for endurance. Your mother only allowed that on the table for a few guests who were real bores, mistress. But it can also mean patience."


  "Hmm. So we have someone who’s been faithful to his true love over a long time — which fits with him being older — but has hope." Jorinde frowned. "But why
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