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In all her years as Hyatt Ingram’s private secretary, Nedda Courtland had disagreed with several of his decisions but never more so than when he was dying.

She’d returned from delivering his grandson Colfax to the Sacred Heart Academy and found him confined to his deathbed. He ignored his doctor’s advice to stay calm and quiet. He commanded his third wife to leave his bedchamber. He demanded that Louisiana Oil Company not delay the upcoming vote on investments from his company Ingram & Son.

His son Sheridan, though, was half-a-continent away, in California.

Had he contacted his son about his failing health? No. Had he notified his grandson Colfax or his secretary Nedda? No. He expected everything to follow the schedule.

Nedda did her job by restoring order to the swirling chaos. The maid stopped flapping about and hied to the kitchens to have a medicinal tisane prepared. The manservant came out of his corner and helped adjust the pillows and straighten the bedcovers, trying to make Mr. Ingram comfortable. The doctor drew Nedda into the suite’s central reception to convey his diagnosis. Then he retreated with a murmured “Matter of hours, Miss Courtland, not days.”

In all his years, no matter how dire the situation, Mr. Ingram had never fretted. Perching on the side of his expansive bed, Nedda covered his writhing hands with her own. His skin felt dry, papery. His eyes were bleary and reddened. His extreme pallor and shortened breaths worried her more than the doctor’s diagnosis.

He looked up at her and swallowed, an effort.

“I will get you some water.”

“No.” His fingers tightened on hers. “Colfax?”

“Settled at the Academy.”

“Problems?”

“None, sir.”

“You’ll need to wire Sheridan.”

A wire rather than a telephone call. The old man knew his son would be difficult to contact. “I will have them bring a telephone into the suite. When he rings, you can speak with him.”

He huffed, lost his breath, then grabbed at it with rapid inhalations. When his breathing was steady, he asked, “You have his proxy?”

Mr. Ingram knew that she did. They had talked about the proxy numerous times on the train from San Francisco. He had discussed how she would need to vote for Sheridan in the investment meeting with LOC. She also had Sheridan’s power of attorney, for she had needed both documents to enroll Colfax in the Sacred Heart Academy. Nedda peered into her employer’s eyes and saw a vagrant confusion that she’d missed earlier.

And that’s when she knew the doctor’s diagnosis was correct.

“Mr. Ingram, what happened? You were not ailing when I left with Colfax, five days ago.”

He licked his dry lips. His eyes slewed sideways, to the manservant standing quietly.

“Bring Mr. Ingram a brandy,” she ordered with brisk efficiency.

“Miss Courtland, you’re in America now,” the manservant protested. Hired on their arrival in New Orleans, he thought he needed to explain the laws of the United States to these British visitors. “We’re under Prohibition here. Where in this town am I to find brandy?”

“I am certain you can locate a place. The concierge should know a source.”

“The doctor said—.”

“Given the diagnosis, I hardly think that a brandy will injure Mr. Ingram’s health.” She waited until the chamber door shut before checking his pulse. His heart fluttered rapidly, faintly. “Tell me.”

“Poison.”

The word shocked her, but she didn’t doubt it. In their travels for Ingram & Son Investments, they’d seen many odd and unexplainable things, especially in Arabia and the Orient. Mr. Ingram believed someone had poisoned him, and she didn’t question that belief. His body might fail him, but his mind was still sharp, still penetrating, still seeing traps and snares that other businessmen missed.

Hyatt Ingram had used those wits to amass a substantial fortune long before Nedda encountered him, and he had tripled it since the Great War ended, investing in the worldwide petroleum industry.

She did have one question. “Has the doctor—?”

“Didn’t believe me. Says my heart was weak. He listens to Giselle.” He had to pause between each statement and gather strength.

Giselle, his third wife—the new bride. A mistake in Arizona that Mr. Ingram had enjoyed making. He’d shared with Nedda that the marriage wouldn’t last more than three years. She hadn’t thought it would last a year. Giselle hooked him in San Francisco and spent her last dime to follow them to Phoenix where they married. He wanted to be her savior, yet he knew she loved his wallet, not him.

Nedda shook herself mentally. “Do you think she—?”

“Think it was that cicisbeo Clement LaFoy or the accountant or that lawyer LaFoy brought in or that wildcatter.”

His eyes drifted closed, giving her a chance to mull over his claim.

That tight little circle had formed since their arrival in New Orleans. The suave LaFoy represented Louisiana Oil, where Jamison Parker was chief accountant, financial advisor, and a guarantor with the local banks. Hank McElroy represented the other petroleum company, the wildcatter firm Texas Petroleum and Refining. The lawyer Henderson Beaumont III was intended to be a neutral party, overseeing the negotiations that would be presented at the LOC meeting where the owners and chief officers would vote on investments from Ingram & Son and from the Texas firm. Ingram had squeaked into LOC two years ago with a financial investment that stabilized the company after a boom-and-bust cycle, and now he had privileges to vote for his increased ownership of the company.

Sly man.

Not sly enough to anticipate a threat. Not savvy enough to avoid poison.

She looked through the open balcony doors. The suite on the top floor gave a view beyond the surrounding buildings. On a far street, the canopy of an old live oak peered above the roofs. Even at this distance, she could see the clusters of Spanish moss draping the boughs. A breeze drifted in, warm in these days of Spring although the natives claimed it was cold.

Nedda envisioned that aged live oak, its massive trunks braced on the ground, bent at crooked angles. The crimped moss looked like the hoary beards of old men.

And the ground underneath would be littered with blackened acorns.

LaFoy and Beaumont. Parker and McElroy. Were they the limbs of a conspiracy to drive Ingram & Son Investments out of LOC?

Or did one of the four men act alone?

Or was it Giselle and LaFoy?

Or someone she didn’t know to suspect?

They all received a black mark on the mental tally Nedda was keeping.

“Had a solicitor brought in.”

She quickly turned back to Mr. Ingram. His eyes still looked bleary, but his gaze was sharp, watching her, telling her what she needed to know. “A solicitor? Mr. Beaumont?”

“No, not that fool. Alexander Chatto.”

“A new will?” she guessed.

His clutch felt slippery, as if his muscles were sliding out of his control. “You have Sheridan’s proxy for dealing with Colfax?” he asked again. “You’ll have to act for me as well.”

“Where is this new will?”

“Chatto has it. He’s only to give a copy to you or my son.”

“And Giselle?”

The corner of his lip lifted, a simple indication that meant he’d set an unexpected trap. “She’ll have her portion, but she won’t be getting her fingers into my company.”

Voices in the outer reception reached them, a woman and a man then another man.

A knock on the chamber door. Mr. Ingram released her hand and touched a finger to his lip.

She nodded then stood and smoothed down her skirt.

The manservant came in with the brandy.

Mr. Ingram shot a hard glance at Nedda. “I’ll rest now. I’m tired.”

That dismissed her, but she didn’t intend to return to her own room on a lower floor. Five days away meant a backlog of work for her, correspondence and wires and more. Much would become unnecessary were Mr. Ingram to die.

She wanted to think more about this poison. If they knew what kind of poison, the doctor might save Mr. Ingram.

Or not.

She composed her face and went out to Giselle and Clement LaFoy, a convenient paramour since he had tight connections to Louisiana Oil.

One glance revealed the reason Hyatt Ingram had married Giselle Hampton. The platinum blonde was stunning even when her makeup was not immaculate. She wore a shimmering silk day dress in the current flapper style. With her hair coifed in a fluffy bob, her mouth shaped into a Cupid’s bow, mascara making her wide blue eyes dramatic, she was a porcelain doll that deserved her place on the shelf where her husband’s money would have kept her.

Two porters bowed as they collected tips from her for the dozen packages they had carried into the room. The name of a fashionable boutique was scrolled across several. Nedda said nothing, but Giselle sprang to her own defense. “Just fancy! They have styles direct from Paris.”

Clement LaFoy finished lighting a cigarette for Giselle. He placed it in a silvered holder and passed it to the woman. “I doubt Miss Courtland would recognize avant garde style, my dear.”

Nedda managed to hide a wince, for she loved fashion. Her job enabled occasional indulgences, Chanel or Lanvin or Molyneux, as long as the clothes fit her taste and Mr. Ingram’s strict requirements for an unobtrusive secretary.

LaFoy dropped into a club chair and swung one leg over the other. He looked elegant in a silvery suit and mauve tie. He pomaded his black hair and affected a hairline mustache. From the beginning she found him slick as a cat and unconcerned as long as the world didn’t touch him. She had never liked cats.

He blew a smoke ring then asked, “How is Colfax? How much did he protest that school?”

Colfax was an English youth stuffed into a Catholic boarding school in an extremely rural parish of Louisiana. He should have been with his peers at Harrow or Eton, but his father had wanted time with the boy after returning from the war. Six years had now passed, and still Colfax traveled with the Ingram men. Yet his father was currently still in San Francisco and his grandfather, hale a week ago, was now failing.

A prominent bishop of San Francisco wrote a letter of introduction for the Anglican youth, but it was the substantial donation that won him admission into the Sacred Heart Academy, for even the half-year mark was well past. Colfax had been on his best behavior when introduced to the headmaster and a couple of the deans. He politely thanked her for her role in winning him entry.

She had misliked his bland expression.

When deeply bored, Colfax was known for pranks. She wasn’t certain the academy was prepared for him.

Yet neither Giselle nor LaFoy had ever considered Colfax. The question was meant to fill the air. Nedda gave it the response it deserved rather than the truth. “I think he will find it an interesting interlude.”

LaFoy tapped ash from his cigarette onto a crystal tray on a polished ebony side table. “He’ll enjoy himself, off his grandfather’s leash.”

Giselle was opening boxes, flinging the lids to the floor followed by the tissues that had protected the gowns. She lifted out a black silk shimmering with beads then dropped it to pick up a pale pink confection with a dropped waist fitted at the hip and lace overlaying the underskirt. “This one is for dancing tonight in the Blue Room. Have you danced there yet, Miss Courtland? Oh, you wouldn’t have, without an escort, would you? It is glorious.”

Nedda sidestepped a wafting tissue. “When did Mr. Ingram take a turn for the worse?”

Giselle peered into a rainbow beaded bag and didn’t bother to answer. LaFoy blew smoke toward Nedda. “He woke ill the morning after you left with the boy.”

If she closed her eyes, she could see the country roads she’d traveled to and from the Academy, with the hard-packed dirt, the oaks leaning over, branches intertwined into an eternal canopy, and ashy green moss swaying in the breeze. “Did you wire Mr. Sheridan Ingram about his father’s condition?”

“I knew you would do it upon your return,” and Giselle dismissed the question.

Five days. Two days to travel on narrow roads in a rattling touring car that she could walk faster than it drove, a day for all the paperwork to enroll Colfax and see him settled, another two days to return. “Mr. Ingram is gravely ill. The doctor said his condition will only worsen. And you did not think it vital to contact his only son? Mr. Sheridan could have been here by now.”

“I didn’t have his address” was her excuse.

Nedda narrowed her eyes. The wife obviously didn’t want the son here.

Did Giselle know about the lawyer Mr. Ingram had called in?

She could do nothing about the damage to his health that had already occurred. She could only prevent more damage.

Sheridan would need a wire this evening. Only God knew how long it would take to reach him.

Colfax, a youth alone among strangers, would need a warning wire. The wording would have to be delicate. And it might not reach him until morning. The academy had a strict curfew.

Nedda would send the wires before seeking her dinner. Then, although tired from travel, she would return to the suite and tuck into the backlog of work.

And hopefully have more conversation with Mr. Ingram, out of the hearing of his wife and the manservant.

The only problem with Nedda’s vow to safeguard Mr. Ingram was that he died in the overnight.
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Nedda’s second wire to Sheridan Ingram was stark.

Father deceased Stop Instructions Needed Stop

She didn’t wire the solicitors that the Ingrams used in London. She wouldn’t until the new will was a certainty. Nor did she send a wire to Colfax. A fifteen-year-old boy did not need to learn of his grandfather’s death through a telegram. She called the academy, and after a long wrangle with the headmaster, Colfax came on the line.

After her careful announcement, he said nothing for a long minute then, “Was he in pain? At the end?”

Nedda swallowed her first words. “Mr. Ingram was sleeping when he passed away.”

“Oh. Then—. That’s—that’s good.” Another long pause then he asked, “Did he know?”

She sidestepped his grandfather’s claim of poison. That would be impossible to prove now. All she could do was block whatever plan the murderer had made. “I believe he knew.”

“That must have ... frustrated him.”

The youth knew his grandfather very well. Business swirled around him, in part because Mr. Ingram would stir it up whenever he became bored. Her only answer could be “Yes. Colfax, do you wish to attend his funeral? We can delay it until you arrive, but your—your stepgrandmother wishes to have the service quickly. On Sunday.”

“No. No, I don’t want to remember him in a casket or see him lowered into the ground.”

They interred the dead aboveground in New Orleans, but Colfax didn’t need to have that image for his imagination to work upon, not with this shock of his grandfather’s death.

“Do you want me to speak with you after? I will.”

“No. Write me a letter after. You write good letters, Miss Courtland. I-I’ll miss—.” He choked.

She waited, but he didn’t finish that sentence. She began tentatively, “You might speak with a priest.”

“Not here. Not now. Thank you for ringing me, Miss Courtland.”

“Colfax—. I will pray for you.”

“I don’t need your prayers, Miss Courtland. Maybe pray for my father. Does he know?”

“I wired him. He hasn’t responded.”

“She didn’t?”

She could only mean Giselle. “No.”

“She wouldn’t,” and with that, the youth revealed how much he understood about his step-grandmother. “Goodbye, Miss Courtland.”

“Goodbye, Colfax. Please have the headmaster come back to the telephone.”

Father Ignatius promised to keep a closer watch on Colfax. He waited for the boy to leave his office before he added, “Grief can be a strange thing, Miss Courtland. One handles the occurrence of a death in a stoic manner only for grief to break out in unexpected ways weeks and weeks after. We know the signs to look for. You will also be experiencing grief, Miss Courtland, especially as you had only a few hours to realize Mr. Ingram’s condition. We shall add you to our prayers.”

“Thank you, Father.” She rang off.

Nedda had to dab tears from her eyes before she left the call box, tucked to one side of the hotel’s lobby. She checked the time and realized her watch had wound down.

Hank McElroy found her there, standing in the middle of the lobby as guests and porters flowed around her, trying to wind her watch while tears blurred her eyes.

“Miss Courtland, I’m pleased to see you back.” Then he saw her brimming eyes and her pallor. “Here now, what’s up?”

He was a blur to her, but she recognized that drawl in a gruff voice. “Mr. McElroy. Oh.”

He took the watch from her shaky hands. “What’s happened? Something dire must have, to disturb that English cool.”

Nedda caught back a sob, refusing to give in to emotions before strangers, especially this man, a roughneck oil driller. In all the debates over the negotiations with Louisiana Oil, he had remained unfazed. Even Mr. Ingram had lost his vaunted sangfroid a couple of times, when Clement LaFoy had tried to add restrictions on the investment vote, wanting to separate the owners’ voting into two days. Under LaFoy’s plan, they would vote on investment from Texas Oil and Refining three days before voting on Ingram & Son Investments.

She knew no other way to tell him than the basic truth. “Mr. Hyatt Ingram died this morning.”

“Yep, they told me that. Said Mrs. Ingram won’t accept visitors yet.”

“She cannot accept visitors. She’s gone shopping. She has nothing suitable for a funeral.” The widow’s actions still appalled her.

He grasped her elbow in his large, capable hand, warm against her chilled skin. “Let’s get out of the way. Over here.” He steered her out of the walking traffic and toward a seating area at the back of the lobby, overlooking a green space behind the hotel.

Without quite knowing how, Nedda found herself in a deeply cushioned chair, seated in sunshine flooding through the windows, cracked enough to catch a breeze. Birdsong flooded in, loud and melodious.

Mr. McElroy gave a soft command of “stay put” and left. It was easier to obey. She touched her much-abused handkerchief to her eyes, worried about the state of her mascara, then refused to think about it any more.

Spanish moss dangled from the arching branches of a young tree. A gray gnatcatcher clung to the sagey moss as it hunted insects.

Mr. McElroy returned, a porter with a tray of coffee behind him.

Nedda would have preferred tea, but she took the steaming cup then held it close. The brew’s aroma shoved a few supports under her odd weakness.

Hank McElroy lowered his long frame into a nearby chair, angled toward her, with his own steaming cup. He sipped then grimaced. “Can never get used to the chicory they use here. When did you get back from dealing with the grandson?”

“Last evening.”

“You saw Ingram then, before—.”

“Yes.” She didn’t mention the claim of poison. She sipped the coffee, so hot it nearly burnt her tongue. Ingram’s claim could not be proved. The doctor would not support a claim—and may have even supplied whatever poison was used. Digitalis, at a guess, an increase in dosage, for the life-saving heart drug became lethal at the wrong dose.

“Now there’s that mind at work.”

Startled, she glanced at Mr. McElroy. In all their encounters during the negotiations, she’d served as secretary to Mr. Ingram. She didn’t think he’d paid any attention to her at all. His eyes were down,  watching the spin of the watch hands as he set it to the time matching his watch. In his sun-tanned hands, her silver watch looked fragile and glistening bright.

“I suppose you informed the boy.”

“Yes, and Father Ignatius at the Academy. I sent a wire to his son in California.”

“When can we expect him?”

“I would not hazard a guess. He said he would be hunting in the mountains. I do not even know when he will receive my wire.”

He handed over her watch. When she fumbled to latch it, he stood and gathered up her wrist and the watch in gentle hands. He bent to the task. She saw the long angle of his nose, crooked near the bridge, and that square jaw and his tousled dark hair. She murmured her thanks as he straightened, task done, and he returned to his seat and his coffee.

“They’ll be pushing to get him in the ground, Miss Courtland. Mrs. Ingram will want the will probated.”

“That cannot happen until we return to London—oh. He has a new will,” she recalled with a sinking heart. She knew the contents of the old will. The majority of the estate and the entail devolved to his son, with a substantial bequest to Colfax. At age 25, the boy would be independent of his father’s purse-strings. A widow’s portion would go to the second and third wives. Mr. Ingram had written a bequest for her and his primary caregivers of the London house. Had he changed that in his new will? “He hired a lawyer here to write it for him, while I was gone with Colfax. A Mr. Alexander Chatto.”

“Alejandro Chatto,” he corrected. “I brought the man to Mr. Ingram. That was the day after he first fell ill. Chatto handles legal business for me and the firm here in Louisiana.”

She covered her surprise at his help to Mr. Ingram with a sidestep. “I thought your business was based in Texas.”

He grinned, light eyes bright. “My business is oil, Miss Courtland, wherever that takes me. Right now, it brings me into Louisiana. Might take me to Alaska. Definitely into some countries well south of here.”

“Caddo Lake?” she hazarded. “And other points around the Gulf?”

“Now I knew you were a sharp one.” He refreshed his coffee from the pot. With raised eyebrows and a lift of the pitcher, he asked if she wanted more. Nedda shook her head. He took up his cup, fragile china cupped in his entire hand. “You’ll need to see Chatto. His office is at Dumaine and Chartres. Why don’t I find us a taxi while you freshen up?”

That reminded her of the devastation that tears could wreck on mascara.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Alejandro Chatto’s office was off Chartres Street on Dumaine. Elegant ironwork on balconies and windows graced the façade of the blue-washed building. The windows stood open to catch the morning breeze. Nearby, the great Mississippi River snaked its way to the Gulf of Mexico.

Mr. McElroy presented her to Mr. Chatto, a classic Creole like Clement LaFoy, only he didn’t pomade his dark hair or smoke constantly or concentrate on her assets. His suit was classic dark, with sharp lapels and an understated waistcoat and a diamond-patterned dark tie. The lawyer introduced his secretary Mrs. Copper, grey-haired in a tight bun, wearing a starched blouse in pale blue with a darker blue skirt. Her fingers were poised above the typewriter keys, a position Nedda knew very well, too much to type and little time to accomplish it. Introductions made, Mr. McElroy waited in the anteroom while the lawyer escorted her into his office.

Sunshine warmed the room, touching on dark furniture, a heavy knee-hole desk, barrister bookcases, a side table before the open balcony windows, and two chairs, half-upholstered, angled in front of the desk. Only the floor didn’t speak the seriousness of law but was painted in a green-and-white checkerboard, scuffed over the years. The stout door muted the clacking of the typewriter.

Mr. Chatto’s desk backed upon the sunniest window, giving him an unfair advantage over visitors, for his face would be in shadow.

She approved.

He wanted her identification. Nedda handed over her much-used passport and the card given her in San Francisco, to allow her to chauffeur Mr. Ingram. Mr. Chatto lifted his eyebrows at the California license then flicked through several stamped pages of her passport.

He placed them on his desk within her reach and leaned back in his chair. “You are much traveled, Miss Courtland.”

“I have served as Mr. Ingram’s personal secretary for over a decade.”

“He trusted you. I am instructed, by him, to show the will to you and no other before I file it in Succession, Probate you will likely call it. I suppose the doctor did not provide a death certificate to you.”

“That is to be delivered this afternoon to the hotel. Mrs. Ingram was most insistent.”

He studied her. Nedda wasn’t certain what he had expected of a secretary to a wealthy financier. By noon, the news of Hyatt Ingram’s death would flash around the world. With the will in hand, or a copy of it, she would wire his attorneys in London. They would know to contact the myriad businesses that Mr. Ingram had delved into since the Great War. Any partners, always shaky at change, would want to know how his death would affect their companies. No one but Sheridan would concern themselves with Ingram & Son Investments.

In the past years, his son had become his right-hand. Giselle hadn’t met Sheridan, but she was aware of the various roles he performed for his father. Sheridan knew of the new wife, for Nedda had wired him on the evening of the wedding.

Father Re-married Stop Giselle Hampton Starlet Stop Questions? Stop

Sheridan responded.

Congratulations to my Father Stop

She supposed a third wife didn’t really surprise him.

But she wished he were here, not in California. He had a better right to ask questions of how a man as healthy as Hyatt Ingram was on Sunday could be so debilitated in two days then dead within a week.

“You are not what I expected, Miss Courtland,” the lawyer said, jerking her from her memories.

Nedda picked up her identification and returned the documents to her purse. “How is that, Mr. Chatto?”

“Frankly, I expected an older woman. Ingram gave me to understand that you controlled the world at your fingertips.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Hardly that, sir. Modern conveniences have merely brought the world closer.”

“Efficient, effective, exceptional. His three words, mind you, when I asked him if you would be a capable executrix.”

The flattery disconcerted her. She could only respond with “Mr. Ingram surrounds himself with reliable people. Surrounded,” she amended. “The will?”

“I will provide you an unsigned copy of the will, for your benefit. My secretary is typing a copy for Mr. Sheridan Ingram to receive—if you have his address.”

“Mr. Ingram the younger was last at the Fairmount Hotel in San Francisco. A letter directed to him there would reach him, as he intended it to be his base while he ventured around northern California, but I do hope that his father’s death means that he has begun his journey here. Perhaps you should retain that copy for him.”

Mr. Chatto murmured assent before he drew out a jangling set of keys. He selected a silvery one and unlocked the top left drawer of his desk. The will was folded into a blue envelope. He also handed over a sealed letter. “Mr. Hyatt Ingram dictated this to me after we finished signing the will.”

Her name looped across the letter’s envelope in a fair copperplate hand. She opened the letter first. A more spidery scrawl fitted two pages. That also wasn’t Mr. Ingram’s precise, tight handwriting, but that was certainly his signature at the end, with the date three days before and a time of late afternoon. Below that was a statement and signature, Chatto’s, stating that Hyatt Ingram had dictated the letter to him.

And beneath was a witness signature. Hank McElroy.

She raised her eyebrows in a mute question, but the lawyer consulted documents on his desk, giving her a modicum of privacy.

Nedda scanned the letter, saving a closer perusal for when she was entirely alone.

Mr. Ingram’s decisive mind came through the written words. She was to be executrix for him; his son’s arrival would not change that. He could not recall all of his bequests from his previous will, but he had provided a lump sum for her to disperse based on those previous instructions. Nedda had a brief memory of those bequests—to his London valet and the housekeeper and the butler, pretty stipends that would pension them nicely.

He trusted that she would advise his son of all business dealings in Texas and Louisiana when Sheridan finally arrived from California. Then he had slyly dictated, “You will take action as you have been, Miss Courtland; we place our trust in you.”

He didn’t mention the proxy. Shrewd as he was, he knew some of his current fellows in this petroleum project might want to play hopscotch with the substantial funds he’d already turned over to Louisiana Oil. Mr. Ingram’s reason for keeping the proxy quiet seemed wise—and with the vote coming next week, if Sheridan didn’t arrive soon, she would have to use it.

Last of all, he said he had a surprise for his current wife.

He must have discovered her infidelity.

The will itself was a dry document, with all of the correct forms. Mr. Ingram had remembered the main bequests: his son to receive the estate and the bulk of his fortune, a trust fund that would pay for Colfax’s education and business ventures well into his 40’s unless he ran wild with the money. In addition, Sheridan would have the Mayfair place in Grosvenor Square while Colfax received a small pied à terre in Chelsea, former residence of Mr. Ingram’s late aunt.

And there she was, executrix and with a bequest that widened her eyes, triple what had merely been a lovely independence in the former will. Another lump sum placed in her name had the purpose of payment of bequests to his intended pensioners, as named in the previous will.

Ah, here was the surprise. Mr. Ingram’s second wife, Lady Clare Whitgate Ingram, would receive a substantial sum for three years, the amount similar to before. Giselle would not be that fortunate. The new widow would have to receive something, but Mr. Ingram reduced the amount by three-fourths—and added a dry comment that her “present beloved would doubtless provide a long-term support to Giselle Hampton.”

Mr. Ingram hadn’t mentioned the shares in Ingram Investments that he’d turned over to Lady Clare as part of their divorce settlement. Those shares ensured a princely sum to Lady Clare every year. Giselle would not receive any shares.

Nedda smiled at that. She could hear the echo of Mr. Ingram’s voice, that sly tone when he sprang a trap that no one had expected.
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