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			St Albans House, Hamstead Heath, 

			North of the City of London Home of William Beauclerk, 9th Duke of St Albans

			10 August 1837

			Sir Jonathan Frederick Pollock, Attorney General of the United Kingdom, Privy Councillor and adviser to Queen Victoria, Member of Parliament and first baronet, stood quietly in the doorway, observing the crowd in the room, rueing the moment he agreed to Her Majesty’s request. He was so busy and there were so many weighty matters on his desk in Whitehall, that he simply didn’t have time for this nonsense. Yet how does one, even an attorney general, refuse the monarch?

			Sir Jonathan withdrew his watch from his waistcoat pocket, snapped open the ornate cover and determined that it was time. He walked into the depths of the vast library and looked around for the man in charge. Then he glanced out of the library windows, but he couldn’t see the long, sweeping driveway which led from the road up to the house. Though the library’s windows were ajar, he assumed from the silence in the mansion’s grounds that no more people were arriving.

			At the urging of the young and very new Queen Victoria, he had taken valuable time from the affairs of state and sat reading papers in his carriage all the way from his office in Westminster to Hamstead Heath, but even so, he shouldn’t be here; he should be advising the Prime Minister and his colleagues to determine how to answer the opposition’s latest assaults, especially the questions of the conduct of America.

			Yet here he was, at this private house, to perform a task which any junior attorney could and should have performed. Queen Victoria, who had only ascended the throne two months previously, couldn’t have picked a more inconvenient moment. The economy of the United States was in a state of collapse and, because British banks had underwritten many of the investments and businesses on the other side of the Atlantic, the shockwaves were being felt in London and the provinces. Some banks and bankers were rushing to Whitehall for private meetings with the Treasurer amid conversations about dire circumstances and outcomes. The Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne needed his support to fend off Sir Robert Peel and the opposition attacks, and just when he should have been standing shoulder to shoulder with his colleagues, he was deflected from his duties by the queen’s request to read a will. A will! A suitable task for a recent graduate to the Bar, not England’s most senior lawyer. But a polite request from the queen was like a writ of mandamus from a superior court and couldn’t be ignored.

			A few days earlier, the queen had sent a note to his Whitehall offices, asking if the Attorney General would have a moment to spare to visit her in the palace, which in itself was unusual, because precedent determined that she was only entitled to take advice from the Prime Minister. He’d consulted with Melbourne, who reassured him that the lack of protocol was inadvertent because the queen was so young and inexperienced, and that, provided the attorney didn’t advise her to sell the crown jewels, the Prime Minister would have no issue with one of his most senior colleagues visiting the palace.

			As a result of the conversation with the queen, Sir Jonathan had travelled from his offices to the mansion in Hamstead which belonged to the Duke of St Albans, a man he knew slightly, but who didn’t have the grace to welcome him on his arrival. Not that the attorney was in the least surprised. He was still a young man, and was known to be rude and dismissive. Obviously hiding from his late wife’s relatives and friends, here to sniff after any money they’d been left in her will, the duke was sequestered in another part of the house.

			When Harriot Mellon Coutts and the duke had married, it had caused a sensation, mainly because he was twenty-three years younger than she. Also, despite her previous marriage to the late Thomas Coutts, she was still known far and wide in British aristocratic society as ‘the actress’. Appearing at the reading of his wife’s will wasn’t something which the duke would countenance, not with all her damnable relatives pointing and sniggering.

			 Not that the duke’s whereabouts was of interest to the Attorney General, who only wanted to perform the duty asked of him by the queen, and then return to his offices to prepare for a contentious session of Parliament that evening.

			Despite it being far below his station, the Attorney General would read the will of the recently-departed Duchess of St Albans, Harriot Mellon Coutts. Along with many members of the royal family and other aristocrats, he himself banked with Coutts, and was pleased that they had been advising their clients for years not to invest in America.

			Because he was the first law officer of the land, Her Majesty had suggested that it should be he would read the will; one of her ladies in waiting had indicated to the queen that there might be some contentious argument over the inheritance. The presence of the nation’s most senior lawyer would silence any dissent among the relatives.

			His unannounced arrival had caused some consternation among the family and friends of the dead woman. But there was one man who was made distinctly uncomfortable by Sir Jonathan’s arrival, and that was the family’s solicitor, Mr Mervyn Charles, who had assumed that because he had advised the duchess in legal matters, he would be the master of the afternoon’s ceremony. He had even purchased a new cravat for the occasion, and so when he stood there and saw that a tall, dominant man entered the library and asked for the solicitor in charge, he felt betrayal. He’d never met the Attorney General before, but from portraits of him in The Times, he recognised him immediately.

			The attorney had been friendly and conciliatory, and explained that Her Majesty had urged him to read the last will and testament of the duchess, and hoped he didn’t mind. The duchess’s solicitor had answered that he would be honoured. Yet how would he explain to his wife this sudden demotion of his role in the affairs of the duchess? He gave the attorney the sealed envelope containing Harriot Mellon Coutts’ instructions for the disposition of her massive estate and fortune.

			Fifteen carriages had arrived during the previous hour. Relatives dressed in black had disgorged from them, and entered through the vast portico, where servants had taken hats, cloaks and parasols from the ladies. Their faces were gleaming with avarice, thinking about what they would do with the money their beloved aunt or sister or friend the duchess had left them. They’d climbed the sweeping flights of stairs to the second storey and been escorted by more servants into the magnificent library, seated with smug expressions of their faces as they thought about building wings on their homes, or perhaps taking a year-long tour to Italy and Greece. Everybody was there, hoping, anticipating, spending what they were certain they were entitled to because they’d been remembered in Harriot’s will. She was, after all, one of the wealthiest women in England, perhaps second only to the queen. And none counted his future jackpot with more expectation than young Mr Dudley Burdett, the duchess’s nephew.

			‘I hope you’ll forgive my haste, Mr Charles,’ said Sir Jonathan, ‘and I don’t wish to sound unseemly, but I have urgent business in Whitehall before tonight’s sitting of Parliament, and so I must attend to my business here as swiftly as possible. Would you mind asking these ladies and gentlemen to take their places.’

			Sir Jonathan walked to the large desk at the front of the room, and sat in the chair. When all were seated, he took a sip of water from a glass, and said, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Her Majesty the Queen has asked me, as Attorney General of the United Kingdom, to read this last will and testament of the late Duchess of St Albans.’

			As he tore open the envelope, there was a buzz of conversation, not about the contents of the will, but that this man was the most important law officer in the land, and the queen herself had sent him.

			He opened the will, straightened it, and began to read the words which had been dictated some three months earlier.

			It was short, just three pages, and took him only nine minutes to complete. By the time he had finished, the assembled company were in a state of utter shock. He put down the will, straightened it with his hands, and looked at the assembled crowd of thirty or so relatives and friends. Yet nobody was looking at him. Instead, they were all looking round at a young woman, not much above twenty years, who stared straight ahead of her. She was tall, thin, angular and somewhat pallid and her face was a mask of unadulterated shock. She stared ahead, looking at nobody, though all looked at her. And her face was a portrait of disbelief, surprise, amazement and, again, utter incredulity.

			One man stared most intently at the young woman who was currently in a state of shock. It was Dudley Burdett, the young woman’s brother, who had come to the reading in the certainty that he would be the major beneficiary. And were the attorney a policeman, he would have kept his eye on the young man, because there was a look of anger and fury, indeed of a murderer, in his visage, as though he was about to rise, stride over to his sister, and batter her to death.

			Although he hadn’t read out the contents of any deceased person’s will since he’d first been called to the Bar many years ago, Sir Jonathan remembered that silence and shock weren’t the normal reactions from relatives. Some arguments, perhaps, some happiness, some sadness. Perhaps even a groan or an expression of anger; but this group of people seemed to have suddenly been entranced, as though a music hall charlatan had appeared and mesmerised them.

			Sir Jonathan glanced over to the family solicitor and whispered, ‘Is there something untoward happening, Mr Charles?’

			In an undertone, the family solicitor whispered, ‘No errors, Sir Jonathan. When I drew up the will for the duchess I told her that there would be some consternation among her relatives. Especially the brother of the young woman who has become the major beneficiary. I warned the duchess that there would be anger, but she merely smiled and said “good”. I fear, Sir Jonathan, that this is the consternation she was hoping for.’

			The Attorney General smiled. ‘Ah, now I understand,’ whispered Sir Jonathan. ‘Few demons in Hell are more unforgiving or frustrated than a relative omitted from a will. I think I’ll take my leave, Mr Charles, and allow you to pacify the unhappy company. And do come and visit me in Parliament, sir. We will dine together.’

			Once the Attorney General had left the room, the gathering began to speak with each other, and it was obvious from the rising and increasingly unhappy tone of the conversation that anger was about to erupt. Mervyn Charles, the duchess’ solicitor, was concerned that the true beneficiary, this young woman, might become the target of unrestrained hatred and jealousy.

			So he walked over to where Angela Burdett was seated, introduced himself, and begged her to follow him to an anteroom adjoining the library. It was the study of the 9th Duke of St Albans, William Beauclerk, who was in another part of the mansion while his late wife’s relatives were in the library. The duke hated the thought of the assembled crowd acting like hyenas, picking at the carcass of her memory. The duke, himself immensely wealthy, knew how his late wife had disposed of her fortune, and didn’t want to be present to see the looks of anger and horror on her relatives’ faces.

			Mr Charles closed the door to the duke’s study and guided the still-shocked Angela Burdett to a seat. Then he pulled up a chair to sit opposite her.

			‘Miss Burdett. Did you understand the disposition of the late duchess’ fortune?’ he asked.

			‘Yes,’ she said simply. ‘No. I don’t know. I don’t understand. Did that gentleman say that it was all left to me?’ she asked softly. She still looked to him to be in a state of shock..

			‘Tell me, how were you related to the duchess?’ he asked.

			She looked at him, and seemed to be focussing on the question. ‘Well, the duchess was my late grandfather’s second wife. I never knew his first wife, Susannah, but had I known her, I’m sure I would have adored her. She was a servant of the family, and nobody approved of his marriage to her. Knowing Grandpapa, and his love of mischief, I think he would have been very pleased with his family’s reaction. But from what I’m told, they were genuinely in love.

			‘With Susannah, my grandfather had three daughters, who he called his three graces. When Susannah died, Grandfather remarried just four days later to Harriot. Harriott was an actress, and the family said that she was a fortune hunter. He was eighty and she was forty or thereabouts. It was scandalous and unseemly; everybody screamed and shouted, but he didn’t care. He truly loved that, as much as he loved her.

			‘The family tried to stop it, but to no avail. My grandfather left her everything, all of his shares and money, probably because of the disdain with which the family treated her. I think I was the only one who befriended her because she was so lively and kind. She was always acting, even when we were having tea in an hotel. She would imitate the waiters and look at some nearby table and mimic what the ladies sitting there were doing. I think she was considered the rudest woman in London, but I really liked her.

			‘After Grandfather died, Harriott married the Duke of St Albans. And now she’s returned my grandfather’s fortune to my family and left it all to me. But I don’t understand. I was under the impression that it was to go to my brother, Dudley. The duchess and I spoke about it often. I know she didn’t approve of Dudley’s wife, but surely that wouldn’t have made her change her will, would it? Why me? I’m not special? Dudley is older than me, he’s a man, and by rights, the money should be his,’ she said. Her voice was strained and she sounded perplexed.

			‘Your step-grandmother gave you no inkling of how she was intending to dispose of her fortune when she died?’ asked Mr Charles.

			Angela shook her head.

			‘She told me,’ he confided. ‘On the condition that I said not a word to you until this moment. The fact is, Miss Burdett, that it was her intention to leave her fortune to your brother. She had observed him for a long time and found him to be a sober and worthy young man. She described him to me as serious, idealistic and hard working. But the mistake he made in his life, in your step-grandmother’s opinion and as you’ve just suggested, had to do with his marriage to Christine Bonaparte, the niece of England’s greatest enemy. That, I’m afraid, your step-grandmother found incomprehensible and reprehensible. Three months ago, she instructed me to draw up a will leaving everything to you, who she found to be an intelligent, diligent and utterly responsible young woman. Miss Burdett, the entire fortune is yours to dispose of as you wish.’

			Mr Charles looked at the young woman opposite, the definition of the word ‘ingenue’. He asked her, ‘Have you any idea of the size of inheritance you’ve received? Your grandfather took over the Coutts bank and built it into something outstanding, and incidentally, made a huge fortune. The duchess cleverly invested it and spent little. You are, Miss Coutts, without question, one of the richest women in England. By my estimates, you are second only in wealth to Her Majesty the Queen.’

			She looked at him, trying to understand the import of his words. ‘But, sir, when the duchess and I last spoke on the matter of the disposition of her estate, just a week ago, she said nothing of the magnitude of her bequest. She assured me that she would remember me. I assumed that she would also remember the rest of my family, but that appears not to be the case. Are there grounds for me to alter her decision? It’s unfair that I should be the beneficiary, and that my family, my brother Dudley … surely he’s entitled …’

			Charles nodded. ‘What you do with your money – I stress your “money”, rather than the shares in the bank which you’ve also inherited – is entirely up to you, Miss Burdett. It is currently well invested in safe and secure debentures, government stock and other such funds. Everything can be liquidated in a matter of weeks or months to give you cash if you require it. Naturally, it would be my privilege to continue to advise you, as I advised Her Grace the Duchess for these past many years.

			‘The duchess also left you her former home. I’m talking, of course, about Holly Lodge in Highgate, a beautiful house,’ he said.

			‘Yes, I have been there many times. She left it to me? But why?’ asked Angela.

			Mr Charles shrugged. ‘She was insistent that you receive everything. As to why, I think I’ve already given you the answer: because these were her desires. She was very firm as to her instructions.’

			Angela remained silent for a few moments, and then asked, ‘The amount of money I am due to receive wasn’t specified. When the Attorney General read it out, he mentioned sums given to her servants, but then he said something like “the bulk of my fortune” but no amount was mentioned. Do you have any idea?’ she asked.

			‘The amount, Miss Burdett, is vast. All, of course, originates from your grandfather, Thomas. As I said, Coutts was already a very successful bank, but he built it up into a veritable powerhouse of commerce. Once probate is granted, which is a formality, you will own half the shares in Coutts, plus a huge, a gargantuan, amount of money. Imagine a large bank building, filled to the rafters with pound notes; that gives you some idea of your sudden wealth. The shares are held in trust, one of three provisos in the will, which means that you can’t sell them, but they are yours by rights, and of immense value.

			‘There are two other provisos. You may have heard the Attorney General saying that the inheritance would come to you on condition that you must only marry a man who was born in this country. If you breach this proviso, and you decide to marry a foreigner, the money and stocks will be taken from you and given to your nearest relation. There was another proviso, which is that you take the name Coutts, which can be done by deed poll, a simple matter which I would be happy to undertake.

			‘But on those three simple provisos, you have been bequeathed …’ He looked at the document he carried and told her the amount. ‘What do you say to that?’

			He looked at her, sitting opposite him in the chair. But she was staring straight ahead, her mouth open. And the words which were coming out were so soft, so introspective, that he had to put his ear close in order to hear what she was saying. He couldn’t define her words precisely, but they sounded like … No, he musts have misunderstood her; she couldn’t have said that.

			When they eventually left the duke’s study and returned to the library there was only one person there. Dudley, her brother. All of the other relatives, had left empty-handed, their dreams of holidays and wings added to houses, to additional servants and investments made abroad, had disappeared.

			But Dudley presented a dark and surprisingly menacing manifestation. He stood beside one of the bookcases, looking at the door, waiting for his sister and the lawyer to emerge.

			When they did, he walked rapidly over to them. Delighted to see him, Angela said, ‘Dudley, my love. Well what a to-do. Who would have thought that—’

			‘Never mind all that,’ he said. His voice was aggressive, angry. ‘I don’t know what this lawyer has been filling your head with, but Step-Grandmother Harriot returned our family money to our family. You’re merely the vessel into which she poured it. So I’m arranging a family meeting, to which lawyers aren’t invited,’ he said pointedly to Mr Charles. ‘We’ll settle the disposition of the money. Naturally, as the older brother, I’ll take the vast majority, but some will be given to you and our other siblings to enjoy a carefree life. Now, let’s arrange our family gathering for next week, shall we. I’m free on Wednesday, which is a convenient night. Will you come for dinner before the others get there, or—’

			‘Dudley, I shall not be coming,’ she said. ‘It’s all happening too fast. I came here today expecting a vase or a painting or something, and I now find I’m in possession of a large fortune. I need time to think. I don’t want to make any sudden decisions without having had time to reflect on what such a fortune could mean,’ she told him.

			His pent-up anger suddenly emerged. He’d kept it in control since the Attorney General had read out the will, but now it burst out like he was threshing grain.

			‘Now, you listen to me, Angela. You have no right to that money. It has to, must, go to the oldest brother in the family – me – and if you dare to stand in my way—’

			Mr Charles, standing close by, could hear no more. ‘Listen to me, young man. Threaten your sister again, and I’ll have you arrested. Your sister is legally and morally in command and control of that inheritance, and she will stand no interference from somebody who’s been dispossessed, brother or no. Now leave this house immediately, or I’ll have you thrown out by the servants. If you dare to utter threats or attempt anything untoward, I’ll have you restrained, both legally and physically. Do I make myself absolutely clear?’

			Dudley looked at Mr Charles in such anger and contempt that Angela was certain a fight would break out. But instead, Dudley hissed some more contemptuous threats, and then pivoted on his heels and walked out of the library.

			Shocked, Angela blushed at her brother’s behaviour. She tried to explain it away, by telling Mr Charles, ‘I think he was a bit disappointed in …’ But her voice trailed away.

			‘Disappointed or not, ma’am, he has no right to make these demands. The money and the shares and houses are yours by inalienable right. Not his. Not your family’s. What you do with them is your decision and you mustn’t allow yourself to be pressured.’

			She nodded her head, and decided to spend a week thinking about it.

		

	
		
			Holly Lodge, Highgate, North of the City of London, 

			Home of Angela Burdett-Coutts

			15 August 1837

			Despite the lawyer’s warning, Dudley had written to her every day. His first letters were conciliatory, but then the tone became menacing, until the last was positively threatening. She’d shown them to Mr Charles, who’d written him a lawyerly letter, and the letters from Dudley suddenly stopped. But she wondered if he was like a volcano and would suddenly blow his top.

			Now she was moving into one of the houses which had been left to her by Harriot, she felt suddenly as though she was wealthy. When she climbed the steps, the butler opened the door and bowed. He wasn’t bowing at a guest, but at the owner, his mistress, the woman of the house. The last of her bags had been carried upstairs by the servants; trunks were being unpacked, clothes hung in wardrobes, personal items put away into her bedroom, and her perfumes and washing items placed in her bathroom.

			Angela sat downstairs, drinking a cup of Earl Grey tea and trying to determine whether she should, or whether she shouldn’t. It had been on her mind for days. On the one hand, she knew nobody there; it was alien territory and she had little doubt that when she entered the bank, she would be treated as a curiosity, and when she’d made plain her purpose, she would be treated as an encumbrance. But on the other hand, she now owned half of the bank, and was entitled, as the largest shareholder, to view her property. Had she a third hand, it could have been used for yet another question, which is what purpose would be served by her sudden appearance.

			Yet she was determined. It was her bank – well, half of it, at least – and it was both within her rights and her interests to at least make herself know to the management. Angela rang a bell on the side-table. Within moments, Jessie, one of her maids, entered and curtsied.

			‘Will you please arrange for my carriage to be brought around to the front of the house. I wish to go to the Strand,’ she said.

			Without a word, Jessie curtsied again, and after she’d instructed the coachman, who was in the kitchen having a bite to eat and a jug of ale, Jessie returned to the parlour with the mistress’ coat and bonnet. Dressing her, she escorted her mistress to the front door, opened it, curtsied again, and Angela stepped out and into the waiting carriage.

			It took the coach an hour and more to travel from Highgate to the address of the bank at number 59, the Strand. When the driver pulled up outside the Coutts building, he jumped down and opened the door for Angela to step out.

			‘There should be a café near to here,’ she said to the driver. ‘Here’s a shilling. Buy yourself a drink and something to eat. Be back here in an hour.’

			He thanked her and nodded. Angela turned as the carriage drove off and looked at the building. A week ago, it would have seemed like any ordinary banking house and, while she might have felt somewhat out of place in the centre of a large city, as opposed to her joy in being in the gardens and parks near to her home, today she felt intimidated.

			Despite reminding herself of her new status as owner of half of this business, she looked up at the building and felt somewhat overwhelmed. It looked strange and menacing. Forbidding. But she was determined to go through with her plan, and so walked as boldly as she could towards the door, which was opened by a uniformed doorman who saluted her as she entered. The commissionaire wore medals; he was presumably a veteran from the British Army and probably a hero of some campaign in Africa or India or somewhere. She smiled at him and thanked him.

			Inside the lobby was an array of desks, with men studiously writing on pieces of paper, ledgers piled high, checking, transcribing, writing, reading and noting. She stood for a moment, trying to determine within the hierarchy whom to approach. But a man came up to her, smiling, and asked, ‘Good afternoon, madam. I’m Mr Johnson. May I assist you?’

			Her voice was suddenly dry, but she answered, ‘Yes, I’d like to speak with the manager.’

			‘And do you have an appointment?’ he asked.

			‘No. But I’m sure he’ll want to see me. I’m Miss Angela Burdett-Coutts.’

			By the look on his face, her name didn’t immediately register with him. ‘I’m sorry, madam, but the manager is a very busy man, and without an appointment, I’m afraid—’

			‘Let me repeat my name,’ she said, somewhat more officiously. ‘I am Miss Angela Burdett-Coutts. I am the owner of this bank.’

			Suddenly everything registered, and his shock was visible on his face. ‘Miss Coutts. Miss … oh dear. Yes! Of course. Forgive me. I … please come this way, Miss Coutts.’

			He led her through the array of desks towards the back of the bank, where the offices and boardrooms were situated. As they walked together in silence, the men seated at the desks looked at them in studied curiosity.

			When they had negotiated their way through, the man said to an employee, ‘Please inform Mr Collins that Miss Coutts is here and wishes to see him.’

			The man began to argue. ‘I’m afraid that Mr Collins is about to go into a meeting, and—’

			The other man raised his voice a fraction, stressing his seniority and determination. ‘Immediately! Inform Mr Collins that Miss Coutts is here to see him. Now!’

			The young man stood, and knocked on a door just behind. There was a muffled and irritated ‘Yes’ from within. He opened the door and entered. Moments later, a tall, moustachioed man, bearing a frown of curiosity, appeared in the doorway. He looked at Angela, and said, ‘Miss Coutts? Miss Angela Coutts?’

			Angela smiled and nodded. ‘The very same. I’m sure I’m disturbing you, but I was passing and I thought I’d drop into the bank and introduce myself.’

			Collins invited her into his office, and escorted her to the settee. He ordered tea and cakes for his guest, and told his secretary to cancel his next meeting.

			‘I’m delighted to meet you, Miss Coutts. The duchess’ solicitor, Mr Charles, wrote me a note telling me of your very great providence in being the beneficiary of her fortune, and fifty percent of the bank’s stock. I’m Kenyon Collins. I’m the managing director of the bank, and look after the day-to-day operations, investments, cash flow and much more. I report to the chairman, and together, with the board, we run a very tight shop. Naturally, I’ll be sending you board minutes after our meetings, and our reports.’

			‘I’m pleased to meet you, Mr Collins. I know my late step-grandmama, the duchess, never came here, and held her shares in trust. But I was hoping that wouldn’t be the case with me,’ she said enigmatically, sipping her tea and praying that her voice didn’t crack.

			Mr Collins looked at her in curiosity. She was much younger than he’d expected. He had decided, on reading Mr Charles’ note, that he would travel to Highgate to introduce himself to Miss Coutts out of courtesy. He would probably be accompanied by the chairman and the two would arrange for a yearly meeting with the young woman, possibly over lunch at The Ritz. But her sudden appearance and what she’d just said about her increased involvement with the bank sounded warning bells in Collins’ ears.

			‘You see, Mr Collins,’ she continued, ‘while I would like to read reports and board minutes, I was hoping that I would be more involved than that. Any reader of The Times could know about my bank by reading the newspaper, but as the largest individual shareholder, I feel I need a deeper involvement than just reading your reports. The duchess took no interest in her bank or banking practice, but I would like to be more aware of what you do and how you do it.’

			Somewhat dubious, Collins said, ‘Of course, Miss Coutts. I could have a man come to your house and explain the intricacies of banking, but I fear you’d be quite bored. It’s fairly technical and the regulations we have to follow are—’

			‘No, Mr Collins. I wasn’t thinking of tuition at my home. I was thinking that as I now own fifty percent of the shares in this bank, I will come and work here. You see, I need to understand—’

			‘Work here?’ he exclaimed. ‘Work? In the bank? Here?’

			She nodded.

			‘But you’re … we don’t … there are no … just men. Women can’t work in the bank. It’s unprecedented. No, Miss Coutts. I couldn’t possibly allow it to happen. The distractions … and the facilities … No, I’m sorry. I’ll send one of my best men to your home, tomorrow if you want, to show you how we operate and—’

			‘Mr Collins. As the major shareholder in this bank, I really think I need to work here in order to understand it more fully. To see what happens on a daily basis. To participate in decisions. To attend board meetings,’ she told him. She tried to sound firm, but she could feel her voice quavering.

			He shook his head. ‘No. It cannot and will not happen, madam. I won’t allow it. I’d have a revolt on my hands. My staff would walk out. It’s quite out of the question.’

			A silence fell between them. Until Angela said, ‘And if I insisted? As, I believe, is my right.’

			‘Then you would have my resignation on your desk when you walked in. And the resignation of virtually every other senior person here. No man in Coutts would countenance working here if the bank was seen to be run by a woman. Please understand, Miss Coutts, that a bank isn’t a suitable place for a woman. We deal with clients who inhabit the highest echelons of our society: the royal family, dukes and duchesses, earls, barons, marquises, captains of industry. We deal with their most private and intimate of financial and business matters. Not one of them, not a single one, would continue to do business with us if they saw a woman here. Your very appearance here would begin a decline in the bank’s fortune which would completely unravel all that we’ve built at Coutts since our founding as a goldsmith banker’s shop in 1692.

			‘I regret your wasted journey and I’m sorry our first meeting has gone this way, Miss Coutts, as I’d hoped to build a solid relationship with our new owner,’ he said. He stood, indicating that the meeting was over. They were now standing on two small islands, isolated from each other, separated by a slow-flowing, shark-infested river.

			He walked over to his desk, and rang a bell. Immediately, the door opened and he said to his secretary, ‘Kindly show Miss Coutts to the front door.’

			The moment she left, Kenyon Collins sat at his desk, deciding which course of action to take next. By rights, he should send a note to the chairman, begging his time for a meeting so that he could inform him of the unusual interview he’d just experienced. But his instinct told him that his most immediate course of action should be different.

			So he reached for a piece of notepaper, and wrote a quick letter to a man who’d come to see him the previous week. In Collins’ letter, he suggested that the two should get together again, not at the bank, but at Collins’ club either that night, or shortly thereafter. He wrote that an interview he’d just conducted with the new owner of the bank necessitated their meeting sooner rather than later. He spread fine pink sand over the letter to dry the ink, emptied it into his waste basket, folded it and slid it into an envelope. He turned it over and addressed it to Mr Dudley Coutts Stuart, the angry and disinherited brother of the new owner of the bank. Then he rang his bell and instructed the boy to deliver the letter immediately, giving him a silver sixpence to pay for the cab fare and to buy a bag of sherbet to send the lad on his way.

			Not that Angela had a clue about her brother meeting with the manager of Coutts the previous week. She left Collins’ office and followed the young man through the mass of desks and knew that everybody was staring at her. She left the building, and saw that her carriage wasn’t there. So she walked next door and entered the jewellery shop, looking at the exquisite pieces while going over in her mind the conversation she’d just had with Collins. Deep down, in her heart, she knew that he was right. Perhaps one day, perhaps now there was a queen on the throne, women such as her would work alongside men. But for the foreseeable future, she would have to content herself with being the richest, and
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