

  

     

  




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The evolution of the public zoo really began in France under Louis XIV who approved spending a huge fortune for the upkeep of his menagerie at Versailles.


In 29 BC Octavius Augustus owned a collection of animals including four hundred tigers, but it was Noah who assembled the first menagerie and the ark, to put it mildly, must have been extremely overcrowded!


The ancient Egyptians, the Chinese, the Indians and the Romans all kept wild animals in captivity. In England William the Conqueror took over an already existing animal park at Woodstock near Oxford.


Julius Caesar had mentioned in the Commentaries that rich English landlords had parks in which they kept ‘pets’. There is a record of a Nobleman receiving a bear from William Rufus.


When the Prince of Wales, later Edward VII, toured India in 1875-6 he returned with a magnificent collection of wild animals given to him by the Indian Princes.


The H.M.S. Serapis sailed from Bombay and the collection included two fully grown tigers, ‘Motee’ and ‘Jahaun’. The sailors renamed them ‘Moody’ and ‘Sankey’!


They were very ferocious but a young tiger and tigress ‘Tom’ and ‘Nimmie’ allowed themselves to be led through the streets of Bombay to the docks and boarded the ship as a sailor put it ‘just like Christians’. Once aboard they were exercised every morning on deck. A fifth tiger cub was so fierce that he was named ‘Vixen’.


White tigers are very rare and a pair bred in India cost the Bristol Zoo in England eight thousand pounds in 1963. They are very beautiful and have ice-blue eyes.




  Chapter One ~ 1869


The flowers on the grave were already beginning to fade.


Theresa picked one or two of the dead carnations from the wreaths and told herself that tomorrow or the next day she would take them away.


Her mother had always hated dead flowers and she herself felt as if something beautiful had died every time she looked at one.


She put the little bunch of primroses that she had picked earlier in the morning on the head of the grave and remembered how her mother had always said every spring,


“The snowdrops are beginning to show and so are the primroses! The winter is nearly over and is it not lovely to think that the sun will soon be warm and we shall be able to spend a great deal of time out of doors?”


The lilt in her voice had made Theresa feel that it was more exciting to be out of doors than inside and she knew now that what she would miss more than anything else were the walks with her mother in the woods.


She would miss too the rides they took together over the fields and she remembered the times when she was small when they would picnic by the stream and afterwards she would swim in the cool clear water.


It was not only the things she could remember that were so painful, but the knowledge that she was now alone!


The one person she had loved, the one person who had understood what she was trying to say, who always gave her new ideas and what she thought of as new inspirations, was dead.


‘Oh, Mama, how could you have left me?’ she asked. ‘How am I to do without you?’


It was hard to hold back the tears that came to her eyes, but her mother had always said that it was wrong to be anything but dignified and controlled in public.


“In your position, my darling,” she said, “you have to set an example to other people. Always remember that if you cheapen yourself and behave badly or commonly other people will follow you.”


Theresa, looking down at the grave and thought that there were very few people who would look on her as somebody of importance and follow her example,


Ever since her father had left them and gone to live abroad she and her mother had stayed very quietly in the old Dower House to which generations of Dowagers had retired once their sons had inherited Denholme Park, which was always known in the village as ‘The Big House’.


Theresa had often thought that the Dower House, which was a fine example of Queen Anne architecture, was far lovelier than the Big House, which was a mansion of grey stone erected on the site of an earlier house by her great-grandfather.


It was huge and ponderous and, even when run by an army of servants, uncomfortable.


The Dower House always seemed to be filled with light and laughter when she and her mother were together.


But only she knew how miserable and unhappy her mother had been when her husband finally left her and how the dark lines under her eyes in the morning made Theresa know that she had cried all night.


Her mother tried hard not to show how miserable she was or how much she missed the man she loved.


Only when Theresa was much older, in fact just before her mother died, had she spoken to her confidentially and she understood much that had mystified her before.


“Your father married me because I was very rich,” her mother had said. “I did not realise it at the time, but because he was so handsome and dashing I fell head-over-heels in love with him.”


She drew in her breath before she went on,


“Oh, my precious, be very careful who you give your heart to. And to a woman it is an agony beyond words to love while knowing one’s love is not returned.”


There was so much pain in her mother’s voice that Theresa had clasped her fingers together until the knuckles showed white.


But she did not say anything and her mother had continued,


“Be very very careful to be certain that you are loved for yourself before you agree to marry any man, however charming and however persuasive. Money can be a joy or a curse!”


She was silent for a moment before she went on in a low voice,


“And yet, if I had my time over again, I would feel that, even for the short time your father appeared to love me and we were happy together, it was worth all the suffering that came afterwards.”


There were a thousand questions that Theresa wanted to ask her mother, but she knew that the moment of confidence had passed and it would be a mistake to press for more.


But gradually it all came together like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle and many of the things that had seemed incomprehensible when she was a child began to make sense.


She had to rely on little bits of information dropped by her relations on what she herself remembered from years past and, of course, inevitably the gossip of the older servants who found it impossible to keep their feelings to themselves.


“It’s a cryin’ shame, that’s what it be, the way ’er Ladyship’s been treated.”


“’Andsome is as ’andsome does is what I always says and his Lordship’s downfall be ’is looks. No woman can resist ’im!”


There were dozens of other such remarks that remained in Theresa’s memory until she had been old enough to realise that her father’s philanderings with other women had started soon after he and her mother were married.


First came his mysterious visits to London, which he referred to as ‘business affairs’, and then there were his journeys to Paris.


It was several years afterwards before Theresa heard his visits there described as ‘an orgy of extravagance with the most expensive charmers’.


She did not then know what that meant.


But soon, as the scandal of what was happening in the gayest City in the world percolated through to England, she heard about the beautiful women who attracted wealthy gentlemen from all over Europe and forced them to lay their fortunes at their feet.


At first what they said about her father was only a whisper when it seemed to Theresa, playing with her toys and later reading her books in a corner of the drawing room, that the conversation invariably came round to Paris and what was happening there.


“Of course with the Emperor giving a lead, what can you expect anybody else to do but follow him?” was one remark and another,


“It is said that La Païva, who is the most expensive of them all, wears two million pounds worth of jewellery!”


Theresa could not understand exactly what was meant by ‘the most expensive’, but, when her father returned from Paris the first time, she had heard her mother crying bitterly and saying as she did so,


“Why should you take my money to spend on those creatures? They would not be allowed to flaunt themselves in any civilised Society!”


She had not heard any more, but the next time her father went to Paris her mother did not cry but only walked about the house with a pale face and tight lips.


Theresa was therefore aware that her father had once again taken with him a large sum of money to pay for his extravagances.


Now, as she thought of what her mother had suffered over the years, Theresa looked down at the grave and said very quietly,


“I will never marry!”


It was a vow and she knew that she would keep it. Never would she allow herself to be humiliated and suffer the agony her mother had suffered.


Things became very much worse in the last few years when her father was seldom at home.


There was a woman in London who attracted him greatly and despite the whisperings and gossip it was a long time before Theresa learnt that the lady in question was the wife of one of the most distinguished men at Court.


That her father was in love was to her unmistakable.


When he came home and she now guessed it was only because he needed more money, there was a dashing raffish look about him.


There was also a light in his eyes that she was old enough to be aware denoted an excitement like a lion in pursuit of his prey.


She did not understand what it really meant because she was so innocent, but there was something aggressively masculine about him.


Although she disapproved of the way he treated her mother, she found it impossible not to admire him and not to enjoy the bittersweet fact that he was there with them.


“Don’t go away, Papa,” she pleaded the last time she had seen him. “Stay with us! I want to ride with you and when you talk to me it is very exciting for me.”


Her father had looked at her and said,


“You are growing up, Theresa, and very soon you will be a beautiful young woman.”


It was as if he had only just realised it for himself and Theresa answered,


“That is why it is so important for you to be with me, Papa.”


“I wish I could, my dear,” he had answered, “but I am not the right person to sponsor a debutante as your mother will tell you and a great many other people as well!”


He spoke with a note of regret in his voice, but then his eyes brightened again as he said,


“We all have our own lives to lead and you will find that you have to lead yours. Don’t let people impose on you, but be yourself.”


“I want to do that, Papa,” Theresa replied, “but there is so much for me to learn and Mama and I are very quiet here.”


Her father looked around the drawing room and said in a voice that Theresa did not understand,


“It is too small, too restricting. I have always disliked being a big fish in a small pool. I want to be out in the open sea, doing what I want to do in my own way.”


He spoke violently.


Then, as if he knew that Theresa was looking at him with a puzzled expression in her large eyes, he said,


“Forget me, dearest child. I am no good to you and you will be better off without me.”


“Oh, no, Papa!”


He had kissed her and then driven away in a new phaeton in which he had come down from London.


His hat was at an angle and he looked so smart and at the same time so debonair that she could understand the old butler shaking his head as he watched him disappearing down the drive.


“His Lordship were always a lad!” he said as if he spoke to himself.


Theresa had gone to find her mother, but she was not in the drawing room and she guessed that she had gone to her bedroom to lock herself in and cry despairingly.


That was the truth and it was only some weeks later that her mother admitted that her father had left them forever.


“Do you mean to say, Mama, that he is never coming back?” Theresa asked. “How can he do such a thing?”


“He has gone to live in France,” her mother replied in a hard voice that seemed to be torn from her lips. “He has found somebody rich enough to look after him so that he no longer needs me and I doubt if we shall ever see him again.”


“Oh – Mama!”


Tears had come into Theresa’s eyes and while she fought for control she heard her mother say as if to herself,


“It is the women who are left behind who suffer.”


After that she had refused to mention her father again and, although Theresa hoped that he would write to her, there was never a letter for her or a present even at Christmas.


She did, however, hear snatches of information about him from various relatives who called to see them more out of curiosity, she thought, than because they wished to help her mother.


“I hear they go everywhere with the Prince Napoleon and even the Emperor himself when the Empress is not present! Can you imagine our dear Queen sanctioning such outrageous behaviour?”


A year later Theresa had just come into the drawing room as somebody was saying,


“It is true! She has left him! But he is consoling himself with one of the most flamboyant and notorious courtesans in the whole of Paris. He gives parties for her that, it is said, exceed the orgies of the Romans! Where can he possibly find the money?”


Then they had seen Theresa coming through the door and had said no more.


Then six months ago the news arrived like a bombshell from the family Solicitors that her father, the Earl of Denholme, had died in Paris.


There was nothing dramatic about it like fighting a duel. He had merely contracted a fever that had apparently swept through the Capital taking toll of an inordinate number of victims and among them her father.


His body had been brought back and buried in the family vault in the Church in the Park.


It was then for the first time that Theresa was aware of how many relatives she had and how, disapproving of her father, they had deliberately ignored her mother and her all these years.


There were crowds of them and they were very unprepossessing with the majority elderly. In a way she could understand why her father had found them dull and refused to be restricted by their disapproval.


She resented the way they spoke of her as a ‘poor child’ because she was her father’s daughter and they obviously thought that it was extremely regrettable that she was so attractive.


She could almost hear them whispering amongst themselves that she would undoubtedly get into trouble, having her father’s blood in her.


What she could not excuse in them was their behaviour towards her mother who up until her dying day was still very beautiful.


It was then she understood that her mother was regarded with a certain amount of suspicion and disapproval by her Holme in-laws because she had French blood in her.


It seemed ridiculous, but already Theresa was learning that punishment for sinners was inflicted upon the innocent as well if they were connected with them.


Her grandmother, her mother’s mother, had been in her own right the Comtesse de Chaufour.


She had married Theresa’s grandfather because she loved him and not because it was an arranged marriage, as was usual in France.


They had met when her grandfather, Lord Greystone, was for a short time Ambassador in Paris.


He was a widower and her mother had often told Theresa how the moment he had seen the young Comtesse he had fallen madly in love with her and she with him.


Her mother’s family were already negotiating for her to become engaged to an eligible young Frenchman whose lands in the Loire Valley marched with those of the Chaufours.


“But it was difficult to find any reasonable objection to her marrying my father, except that he was sixteen years older than she was,” her mother had said, “but I have never known two people so happy.”


There was a sad note in her mother’s voice and a look in her eyes that had told Theresa that it was the happiness she had hoped she would find with her father only to be bitterly disillusioned.


Lord Greystone had died before his daughter had grown up and because he had no other children she had inherited a very large fortune.


“Yes, I became very rich,” her mother told Theresa.


The way she spoke made her daughter aware that it had brought her nothing but unhappiness.


Only as Theresa walked back from the churchyard did it occur to her that as she had no brothers or sisters and everything that her mother possessed was now hers.


She had been so unhappy when her mother died that she could only think of her loneliness.


Now she wondered what the money would mean to her and once again she told herself that she would never marry and no man would ever treat her as her mother had been treated by her father.


The doctors said that the Countess of Denholme had died because of a malignant growth that had given her a great deal of pain for some time before she admitted it.


Theresa did not believe them and was quite certain that, when her father had died last autumn, her mother now had no hope that he would ever return to her and had no wish to go on living.


It was as if she could see her fading away day by day, growing weaker and weaker and less interested in anything. She obviously had no further wish to hold onto life and had finally let go.


‘That is what happened,’ Theresa told herself, ‘because nobody ever mattered to her except Papa.’


It was then that something hard and resolute seemed to grow up inside her as if it had suddenly matured and become part of her make-up.


“I will never suffer as Mama has!” she said aloud as she walked back through the Park under the oak trees. “I will never let a man take my heart and trample on it and I will never trust a man, however handsome or attractive he may be!”


She was thinking of her father and of the irresistible glint in his eye and the aura of excitement about him because he was going back to another woman.


“He was horrible, cruel and evil!” Theresa cried. “I hate Papa and I hate all men!”


She was so deep in her thoughts that, as she went down the short drive to the front door of the Dower House, she did not at first see the phaeton outside it.


When she did so, she was sure that it belonged to her uncle.


She had seen him at the funeral and, as he was escorted to the front pew as the new Earl of Denholme, she saw that he had a slight resemblance to her father.


He was not as handsome or so tall and he had not the thin elegant figure that had been part of her father’s attraction.


He was much more heavily built and, although he could not yet be forty-five, her uncle was already going bald.


He had spoken to her after they had left the graveside and said,


“I shall be moving into the family house, Theresa, as soon as possible and will, of course, come to call on you.”


Because she was trying to control her tears and was determined not to allow herself to be over-emotional in public, Theresa had only nodded an acknowledgement.


Now surprisingly her uncle had called earlier than expected and she told herself that it would be a mistake, as he was now Head of the Family, not to be pleasant to him.


She therefore walked into the hall to find the old butler who had come with them from the Big House waiting for her.


“His Lordship’s in the drawing room, my lady,” he said.


“Is he alone?” Theresa asked.


“Yes, my Lady.”


Theresa did not ask any more questions, but walked into the drawing room.


Everything in it were what her mother had treasured most, some of them being delightful pieces of inlaid furniture that she had brought from Paris after her own parents were dead.


There were also a few valuable French pictures, which, filled with colour and light, were very different from the heavy family portraits that covered the walls of the Big House.


Her uncle was standing in front of the fireplace where there was a small fire burning and, as Theresa walked down the room towards him, she thought that he looked at her appraisingly, rather like a man inspecting a young horse he intended to buy.


She reached him and curtseyed.


“Good morning, Uncle Edward! I was not expecting you so soon.”


“I am not moving into the house for another week or so,” the Earl replied. “I just wished to have a meeting with the estate Manager and I thought while I was here that I would have a talk with you, Theresa.”


“That was very kind of you, Uncle Edward. May I offer you some refreshment?”


“I have already told your servant to bring me a glass of claret,” the Earl replied.


He looked round the room, his eyes resting on the French furniture and one of the Fragonard pictures.


“I see that you have made yourselves very comfortable here. I think it was sensible of your mother to move from the Big House, which was far too large for the two of you.”


Theresa thought he almost added,


‘After your father left,’ and then prevented himself from doing so at the last moment.


“That is what we thought,” she replied and sat down on the sofa.


“All the same,” the Earl went on, “you realise that you cannot stay here alone now that your mother is dead.”


“I have thought of that,” Theresa said quickly, “and I intend to ask one of my Governesses, a Miss Robinson, who I was very fond of, to come and stay here with me.”


“That is sensible of you,” the Earl approved. “At the same time at your age of eighteen you should be presented at Court and do the Season.”


“That is something I have no wish to do,” Theresa replied, “and anyway I am, of course, in mourning.”


“I am aware of that,” the Earl said a little testily, “but you will not preclude any festivities during the summer and by the autumn you will be nineteen anyway. I therefore have a suggestion to put to you.”


Theresa thought that she could guess what was coming and stiffened.


She had no wish to be introduced to the Social world that her father had once described as ‘a marriage market’ and in which she knew that she would be labelled ‘a desirable heiress’.


She had already planned in her mind that she would travel perhaps with Miss Robinson, if she would agree to accompany her, or else with some other suitable chaperone.


She had a great wish to see Greece and perhaps Egypt as well.


She thought that it would be a great mistake, however, to suggest anything so adventurous to her uncle and she only waited for what he had to say, being quite determined to resist it.


“I think you are aware,” the Earl said rather heavily, “that now both your father and mother are dead I, as Head of the Family, am your Guardian, and as your Guardian I am, after some considerable thought, convinced that the best thing for you is to be married as soon as possible!”


If the Earl had thrown a bomb at her, Theresa could not have been more astonished.


“Did you say – married – Uncle Edward?”


“That is what I said and that is what I meant!” the Earl replied. “You are a pretty girl and you have, as I understand, after consulting with your mother’s firm of Solicitors this morning, a very large fortune. This means, and you must be sensible enough to realise it, that you will be pursued by fortune-hunters who will want not you but your money!” 


Theresa had the uncomfortable feeling that he was thinking of her father before he went on,


“I have therefore, as your Guardian, chosen a husband who I think will meet with your approval and who certainly meets with mine.”


“You have – chosen a – husband for me!” Theresa repeated incredulously.


“I don’t think you have met my son,” the Earl went on, “but you will find him a charming young man, intelligent, a good sportsman and it is naturally important that he should marry as he will one day inherit my title.”


The Earl paused before he continued,


“I will arrange for you to meet each other and, if you both agree, I see no reason, as long as you have a quiet marriage, why it should not take place in the summer.”


Theresa was so astonished by what he was saying that she could for the moment hardly credit that it was not part of her imagination.


And yet he was actually saying in his dry crisp voice that she was to marry a man she had never seen simply because she had a large fortune.


Her first impulse was to say that she would never in any circumstances agree to such a proposal and that anyway she had no intention of marrying any man, least of all a member of her own family.


However, Theresa was very intelligent and she realised that to antagonise her uncle who she had to accept was her legal Guardian would be a great mistake.


She therefore held herself under control in a way that would have pleased her mother. She merely looked down so that he would not see the anger in her eyes and said quietly,


“You have surprised me, Uncle Edward! I did not expect you to suggest anything like that.”


“When you think it over, you will realise that I have your best interests at heart,” her uncle answered, “and it is in fact the sensible thing to do. You and Rupert can live in this house which means you will both be able to enjoy all the amenities of the estate and, of course, your aunt and I will be near at hand to look after you and guide you both.”


Theresa had met her aunt at the funeral and had known from the way she spoke of her mother that her disapproval of her father had extended to his wife and doubtless to his daughter.


She knew now that she had taken a dislike to the woman who was her Aunt Alice and she could not imagine that the eldest son of such a father and mother could have anything particularly attractive about him.


“What we ought to do,” the Earl said, laying down the law in what Theresa was certain was his habitually abrupt manner, “is to send for Miss Robinson, if that is her name, and she can stay here with you until we have everything in order up at the house.”


He paused as if thinking it over and then continued,


“Then you can come to us and we will look after you until your marriage. Your aunt will help you with your trousseau, and, as I say, as long as it is a quiet family affair, it can take place perhaps at the end of June or the beginning of July. There is no point in having a long engagement.”
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