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About the Author

Alan Sherry moved to Sydney from London in April 2011 with his wife and two children. Since that day, no one has ever called him Alan again.

He’s a creative director and has built a career inventing narratives and developing marketing for brands to help them get noticed by their audiences. He loves what he does but also likes to spend time following his own briefs.

He takes inspiration where he can find it – from music, art and movies mostly. More recently, Sydney and those who founded it have piqued his creative curiosity. In particular, the characters from his old hometown who preferred to dwell in the shadows of his current one intrigue him most.

And while many were just flawed humans trying to find their place in a place trying to find itself, some were much more than that. They exemplified an even darker side of the colonial conquests, a decay beneath the imperial pride. But in a landscape dominated by the traditional fables of ‘famous’ Australian criminality, the tales of these social misfits are often lost.

However, their stories are often far more layered, bizarre and sinister than the well-documented legends. Al is intrigued by these people – the downtrodden trying desperately to become the dominators – and the measures some of them were prepared to employ to make that happen.

Al is at pains to point out that his fascination with the darker side of life is in no way connected to his lifelong support of West Ham United Football Club.
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Disclaimer

While this novel draws on real people, places and events from history and is inspired by documented accounts, archives and testimonies from the period, it remains a work of fiction. Many of the characters and incidents portrayed have been reimagined, embellished or invented for dramatic effect and narrative cohesion.

Certain timelines have been compressed, characteristics imagined and dialogues invented to illuminate the moral complexities of the story.

The individual thoughts, motives, actions and private lives attributed to the characters are inventions of the author and should not be read as factual, biographical or indicative of their real conduct.





Introduction



Now, I imagine you might well have heard of me. Listened to the whispered tales of my so-called scandalous adventures, my deeds of guile and derring-do and thought to yourself, ‘How fascinating it would be to meet that chap’. Well, this indeed must be your lucky day, my friend, because here I am – Mr Louis Henry Bertrand is at your service. Surgeon Dentist to the Imperial Court of France, personal orthodontist to none other than Emperor Napoleon III himself, raconteur, academic, poet, musician, artist, devoted husband, doting father and talented mesmeriser.

And you? You can call me Louis now that I have introduced myself.

The Mad Dentist of Wynyard Square? Oh, come now, let’s not get sidetracked by infantile nicknames bestowed upon me by witless imbeciles who know nothing of my life. Envious tittle-tattlers with little to show for their time on God’s earth. I blame the press, of course; you’ll see why very soon. To me, the newspapers can be so blunt and vulgar when having to deal with topics they don’t understand. And always digging to find some trace of a scandal – it’s obscene. Can a man not have a flair for the dramatic these days without being accused of all kinds of evil and perversion?

What’s that you say? Are the stories about me true? Well, I feel that’s a slightly premature question at this stage in our relations. Don’t you? I mean, you scarcely know me. Let’s at least spend a little time together first, exchange our thoughts, take a pearl tea or two, and then you might have enough of an inkling to draw your own conclusions.





But my question to you is this: Why such a rush to know the exact circumstances? To find the definite?

I’m a firm believer in this: The answer is so often much more disappointing than the question. Wouldn’t you agree? The tedious truth takes away all the potential from a situation I find. Uncertainty is an under-valued state of being, in my opinion. I’m of the view that when an otherwise vacuous person’s curiosity is piqued it fills them with a kind of spirit and energy that usually evades them. When they are unsure of what awaits them, they have to start visualising the possibilities. It forces them into the tantalising realm of creative thinking. A little fear always helps in that, too, of course.

My truth, my unshakeable, utter certainty is that throughout my life, these hard, irrefutable facts that you seek have contributed nothing of any positive note or virtue to my existence.

Quite the opposite, in fact.

Whatever truth is, however you choose to define it, it’s an end.

It’s often the end. It stops everything dead. Actuality is an intellectual railway buffer. And facts are the rails to get you there. So stiff and unwavering, often they rob us of our most precious gift – imagination. To my mind, truth simply stifles wonder, and I’ll never be moved from my opinion that the guessing is so much more fascinating than the actual knowing.

And yet, with all that I have told you, I can tell by the tip-tap of your foot and that ugly little furrow in your brow that there is still something puzzling you, one more question I have to answer. And, of course, I’m already ahead of you; I know the kind of truth you seek.

And I can see how it vexes you so. I would feel sorry for you, but I rather think this is a predicament of your own making.

So, should I indulge you and release you from your self-induced torment, I wonder? Or perhaps, it would be more amusing for me, and ultimately more beneficial for you, if you took the time to work it all out for yourself?

Unable to perform that small task, are we? Well, if you can’t spit it out, then I shall have to step in. If I might, allow me to shape your question for you.

You want to know if I really did it, don’t you?

Oh, come now, my friend, where would be the joy in knowing that?




This is Henry Louis Bertrand (AKA Louis Bertrand), the so-called Mad Dentist of Wynyard Square, a man who fascinated Sydneysiders in the mid-1800s when he was tried for the murder of his lover’s husband.

An open-and-shut case on the face of it, but as the trial unfolded, it exposed a series of bizarre, salacious, and often illogical events that appeared to have happened in plain sight, right under the noses of respectable society.

And like all decent, honest citizens, the good folks of Sydney were appalled. And, of course, enthralled.

What follows is a dramatized account of the life and times of Louis Henry Bertrand.

The underlying story is based on actual historical facts.

Many of the gaps have been filled in to bring the characters and their actions to life.

Any parts of this story that appear to be too far-fetched or impossible to believe are also very likely to be true.









1 Henry the First

Henry Lipschutz had reached a state of agitated fluster. He’d been heading in that direction for the past few days, but now he’d finally arrived, an unpleasant mix of crippling indecision and feverish irritation had descended on him like that morning’s smothering London fog, enveloping him in its suffocating embrace.

He paced across the creaking floorboards of his study again. Three fingers of one hand tucked neatly into a pocket in his waistcoat, while the other held his semi-smouldering pipe at the stem.

He let out a sigh dense with exasperation. It was the kind of sigh he’d let out many times before. In fact, now that he had time to give it some thought, that specific way of exhalation was a particular favourite of his.

Under normal circumstances, it was a tremendously effective way of letting a person know that he was tiring of them. The deep, dramatic breath in, the momentary pause, and then the release – long and exaggerated. He often accompanied it with a conspicuous rolling of the eyes and occasionally, a low humming growl.

Henry had long ago discovered that no sentence he ever constructed, regardless of the damage he thought it might inflict on the recipient, seemed to have quite the same effect as the artfully performed sigh of heightened exasperation.

It warned the offender that, should they wish to persist in their befuddled ramblings or ridiculous opinions, they should brace themselves for the full impact of foul and abusive language that Henry was prepared to unleash on them next.

The eyes were an important ingredient, too. Only the weariest of half-glazed, droopy-lidded rolls towards the ceiling ever truly worked as a suitable accessory.

Henry had always believed he was quite formidable in these moments of vexation. In many ways, it was when he was at his best – and certainly his most authentic. These were rare moments of clarity for him, times when he actually meant what he said. Or rather, what he was trying to say through his body language. No hidden agenda, no ulterior motive. And no deception.

It struck him that, strangely, in his extreme moments of frustration, this might be the very best version of Henry Lipschutz anyone ever gets to see.

Pleased with that thought, he made a mental note to make some time to practise the sigh a little more.

But alas for Henry, the subject of his agitation that September afternoon was not some poor fool refusing to see his version of sense. No, this time, the target was Henry himself. And his inability to make a decision.

Once more, he’d started the day determined to resolve his ongoing quandary. Several times, he’d rolled the alternative options and their implications around in his mind, and once again, he’d failed to make any final selection. And now, staring down each potential route once again, he found himself back in a familiar place – confronted by the solid brick walls of stalemate, paralysed by the weight of the potential in each of the choices.

Reaching the conclusion some weeks earlier that he was going to adopt a new surname had been a smooth and relatively speedy process. But now that he was at the point where he had to choose one, doubt seeped into his bones like wet clay, solidifying around his limbs, hardening against his muscles, and disrupting the easy flow of rational thought in which Henry usually took great pride.

The world around him continued to move, birds chirping, leaves rustling in the early autumn breeze, yet there he stood absolutely stagnant amongst it all, bound by the invisible chains of his own indecision.

In what was possibly an attempt to show himself some latitude, he remembered that there were, after all, quite a few options to choose from. But sadly, this thought did not bring the release he’d hoped for.

As he gazed despondently out of the study window, he tapped his foot impatiently as if that might hurry things along. Perhaps setting a pace that his mind could follow.

The sounds from the street below were slightly muffled. He sensed an eerie hush blanketing the area, as though the day held its breath, waiting to hear his final decision.

As the sun had crept higher during the day, the fog had surrendered, retreating like a curtain pulled aside to reveal the magnificence of London performing its dazzling daily act. Sunlight now gently poked through the remaining thinning swirls of mist, casting tiny golden beams that illuminated the dewy ground and caught a gentle sparkle in some of the first fall of autumn’s leaves.

As Henry peered on, shapes gradually emerged and made sense once more – the stout houses with their proud frontages and hefty panelled doors, iron railings, sloping roofs, and carefully managed gardens. The street he knew as home became increasingly more familiar to him.

Suddenly, a shriek of laughter broke through the air as children raced by, their innocent joy spilling into the newly brightening day – and Henry’s despondence.

The departing fog, its power now waning, revealed once more a city without comparison. A place of wonder and immeasurable possibility, renewed again by the welcome embrace of the sun’s radiance.

The bustling street hummed with life as the vibrant flow of humanity shifted in all directions. People scurried past one another, their clicking heels creating a rhythmic symphony against the cobblestones, punctuated by the distant, uneven clatter of horse-drawn carriages as they navigated the throng.

The occasional brightly coloured bonnet broke through the grey and brown tones, providing vibrant contrasts to the dark timber, brick, steel, and Portland stone hues – the colour palette of London in 1839.

He wondered vainly if he’d get some form of inspiration from the expressions on the faces of the unknown passers-by. Perhaps he’d see something in one of them that would swing him one way or the other. Sadly, the good folks of Mayfair were a little too preoccupied with their own lives that day to help Henry Lipschutz or give him any indication of their preference from his shortlist.

It’s so easy for them, he thought, annoyed at what he saw as their unwillingness to assist him.

It doesn’t matter what they call themselves; no one is going to care. No one will remember them.

But his derision for his neighbours that day contradicted his reasoning for wanting to change his name in the first place.

Henry had carefully chosen this affluent central precinct of London to be home for him and the rest of his part of the Lipschutz family. And the people of the area were a key factor in that.

The extended clan had all migrated from Holland and Belgium, with the males of the family typically adopting the noble profession of dentistry.

Though most of his relatives were conservative by nature and entirely comfortable with their prescribed lot in life, Henry Lipschutz was a little different. He was a man of immense ambition who radiated determination and purpose with every word he spoke and action he took.

Some of that uncharacteristic instinct came from a natural, in-built streak of nonconformity; the rest was something he worked on.

Henry had a vision that went beyond the world of dentistry. He was in tune with the zeitgeist, a savvy operator and more aware of the opportunities for social mobility than anyone else from his lineage.

Permanently clad in well-tailored suits that underlined his confidence, he moved through the bustling streets of London with a gritty focus, his mind constantly racing with ideas, plans and prospects.

From a young age, he understood that success would not come easily.

He’d watched on as his father’s lack of drive and indifferent approach to his career repeatedly led to hardship for the family. He’d seen his mother valiantly try to maintain some consistency in the family for years, while also balancing the tightest of household budgets.

As time went by, Henry began to resent his father, an otherwise decent man who could have been a strong role model had he not chosen apathy and indecision over ambition.

But, while Lipschutz Senior embraced a lackadaisical approach to life that may have suffocated his own potential, it successfully lit the fire of enterprise in young Henry.

With every passing day, father and son drifted further apart, the chasm of his discontent forcing Henry to confront the harsh reality that he could not change his father’s choices. He just needed to be careful to make better ones of his own.

He poured himself into his studies, earning accolades and advancing through the ranks of his relatives’ dentistry businesses at lightning speed. Late nights and early mornings were the norm for him, and a sense that there was no time to waste fuelled his relentless pursuit of excellence.

Even when exhausted by his endeavours, his father’s shadow loomed large, pushing him onwards and stoking the appetite that burned fiercely within him. If anything, the paternal prototype he witnessed became the single biggest catalyst for Henry’s determination – a stark reminder of what he hoped never to become.

He had his eye firmly fixed on the future and had many a plan for how to best shape his place in it.

The reasons behind his desire to rework his identity came back to one key theme. Once he’d settled into London life and had a better understanding of its geography and social order, he realised that the Jews in the capital predominantly inhabited the more easterly areas of the city and, in particular, what was commonly becoming known as the East End. And even though many were successful business owners, their ancestry dictated that they would never be held in the kind of high regard reserved for the English-born upper classes. And so it followed that they could never aspire to reach aristocratic levels of wealth either.

This disparity was no more evident than in the more affluent western suburbs of London. And that is why Henry Lipschutz decided to make his home there in Mayfair. And he knew that if he was to find enduring success in the capital’s wealthiest district, then one thing mattered above all else. Successfully blending in.

He knew deep down, of course, that he belonged squarely with the moneyed elite and knew that he would fit in given just half a chance. But the surname Lipschutz gave away far too much about his heritage. It was a huge barrier to the social assimilation that Henry craved, so it simply had to go. If he wanted to make the most of his access to the well-heeled clientele, he would need some social camouflage.

There was another benefit to a name change. Anything that meant he could avoid the rampant antisemitism prevalent across many parts of Europe at the time was a welcome by-product that he was happy to accept.

At first, he spent days in his study toying with some traditional English surname options; he hoped that they spoke of solidity, trust and the privileged elite born into the self-satisfied comfort of old wealth. He thought he would easily be able to carry off all of those fine characteristics. In actual fact, he felt he already was.

But there was an issue. Henry still spoke with a strong flavour of Brussels in his voice. That wouldn’t align with the story of an aristocratic upbringing. The son of the landed gentry would speak only with the unmistakable cut glass articulation that could be singularly identified the world over as the accent of the English upper classes.

So, in the end, he abandoned thoughts of old Albion and decided that a French moniker would bring a colourful air of Parisian flair and flamboyance. He thought it could also allude to sizeable wealth, but with some ambiguity as to how those riches might have been amassed. And it would also help disguise his accent.

Although a fluent English speaker, it irritated Henry that there was always someone in the room who could spot something in his pronunciation that gave him away as a foreigner on England’s shores.

‘Your accent is most unusual. Am I picking up something from outside our borders, Mr Lipschutz?’ someone might say mid-conversation. Henry would smile, masking the seething annoyance he felt inwardly.

Oh, how very astute of you, he would say to himself. Why yes, of course, you most certainly are. I’m astounded at your powers of deduction, particularly as you look so cretinous when judged solely on your outward appearance.

At least this way, he thought to himself, he could take ownership of his accent and not have to put quite so much effort into painfully mimicking the clipped tones of his clients.

It all made so much sense to Henry. Everything told him that this name change would provide a fresh start, shielding him from the ghosts of familial heritage and providing his passport to wealthy elitist circles.

He had thought that narrowing things down to a French name would make things easier from there. But that hadn’t quite been the case. So, once again, here he was, pacing the floor, names swirling around his mind as he stared endlessly at anything he thought might help lightning strike his labouring imagination.

As he continued to survey the street below, he noticed the shadow of a woman who had paused for conversation. It was momentarily frozen on the cobbles beneath her, while others continued to weave and dodge around her, cutting through and over her shade as they went by. This chaotic ballet of people seemed to be choreographed by an unseen hand, each figure blending into the next, crafting a living narrative of everyday life, alive with energy, purpose and intent.

He continued to study the woman and the subtle movements in the disfigured shadow she was casting. The shadow was her. But it wasn’t her. It was made by her. But it was entirely another being.

In that disconnected, distracted moment, Henry finally made a decision. After all the back and forth, intense deliberation, changes of mind, several quarrels and primitive polling of all close acquaintances, Henry plumped for what he perceived was the suitably exotic surname of Bertrand. He thought it had a little more allure, panache and sophistication than the other contenders.

Up to the very last minute, he had been very keen on the name Laurent, and the practicalities of keeping the same initials had appealed greatly to him. But in the end, he decided that it sounded ‘much too French’.

Confusingly, Henry wanted all the glamour and allure that a French surname would afford him without that name being too easily identifiable as one rooted in Gallic soil.

He also wanted Bertrand to do more than just unchain him from his origins. He imagined that, armed with this new surname, he would now instantly seem a little more enigmatic and inscrutable to all those he encountered.

That was typical of the kind of self-deception Henry practised on a daily basis and neatly aligned with his wildly inaccurate, over-inflated view of himself.

But on that day, looking upwards at the growing slither of blue now visible above the dark grey skyline, in that wonderful moment of definition, he could now see himself slipping comfortably into the guise of Henry Bertrand.

And yes, this wasn’t going to be just a name change. He would be transformed into Monsieur Bertrand. And that alone was going to make his life and that of his family instantly and significantly better.

He began to relight his pipe, letting out a long breath once more. This time, it carried no trace of angst or frustration; it now reflected a man at ease, deeply satisfied, pompously proud of his efforts. He was victorious. He had battled, and ultimately he had prevailed.

In reality, this clumsy attempt at reinvention by pulling on a haphazardly conceived overcoat of French mystique did little to belie the rather unspectacular truth that lay beneath.

This small act was, however, a foretaste of the all-consuming desire to better oneself that defined the man and his business.

His well-appointed dentistry practice in Old Bond Street was established and profitable before he’d reached his mid-twenties. A self-conscious shrine to his naked aspiration (and on-off relationship with the truth), the walls were not adorned with the usual, conservative, academic dental diagrams favoured by his peers; instead, they displayed a selection of cheap copies from classical French painters, all designed to bolster the image of Henry’s cultured background. Each housed in an ornate gold frame of dubious origin.

If a patient showed even the slightest interest, Henry would regale them with the details of the piece and a studious assessment of the mindset of the artist at the time. Whether it was a Louise Moillon still life or a royal portrait by Hyacinthe Rigaud, Henry seemed to know why that particular artist had been commissioned, their reasoning behind the work, and how well the finished piece was received.

He would also embellish his responses with some extra morsels of information that he couldn’t possibly have had access to. The patient was generally none the wiser, often attributing Henry’s extensive knowledge to his European roots. The phrase, ‘Well, you are from the continent, if anyone should know about these matters, it would be you sir,’ was heard more than once in the halls of Henry’s practice.

Other telltale hallmarks of Henry’s unique vision for the business were evident in slightly more unusual ways. His receptionists were not the typical middle-aged, safe clerical types that inhabited most administration positions at the time. No, Henry’s girls came from the saloon bar.

A precursor to the genre of music hall, the saloon bar was a room in a public house where, for a fee, one could be entertained by semi-professional performers. Generally, there was singing, dancing, drama, or comedy on offer. One of the most famous London establishments of those early days was called the Grecian Saloon, situated in a famous old pub and former tea garden called The Eagle on City Road in East London.

And it was there that Henry recruited those female comedians, actors, and singers to run his practice. Not only were they quick-witted and easy to train in administration, they were also available during the daytime.

But the biggest bonus for him was that, coming from the East End, their wage demands were lower in comparison to the more traditional, experienced staff that made up the majority of administrators across the businesses of Mayfair. And that was a vital economic ingredient for his fledgling business.

But it was something else about the women that really interested Henry – their ability to perform. Each was provided with an upper-class alias and a detailed privileged back story to ensure that when making small talk with clients in the practice waiting room, they would be able to continue building the pretence of a sophisticated international business serving the London aristocracy and built on the coin of decades of patronage from the upper classes.

One can only hazard a guess at how many hours of torturous pondering he went through to develop each character’s intricate story, but to Henry, it was important work, and these were all vital ingredients for the success of the business.

He had initially started out trying to undercut the girls’ wage requests. He reasoned that he was affording them a space to practice their art, and they should look upon his business as an extension of drama school. He even wondered if he might be able to receive some kind of commission for the elaborate characters he’d created on their behalf.

‘You could conceivably continue to use this character as part of your performance when on the stage, could you not?’ he reasoned with one young actress by the name of Milicent Squire from Aldersgate.

‘Surely, that is of great value to you?’

She smiled broadly, nodded politely, and after a momentary pause, said, ‘Mr Bertrand, if you think my punters are paying to see me perform as an up-tight, toffee-nosed princess whose only talents are typing and the ability to arrange dental appointments, then you really need to get yourself down to the saloon bar a little more often.’

Henry tried to hide his dismay at her cheek while secretly admiring her hutzpah. He thought for a moment and decided to persevere with the same argument.

‘There are many people…’

He didn’t finish his sentence as she cut across him, raising her voice to a level she mostly reserved for performance but knowing also that it had its uses in the heat of negotiation.

‘…who are stupid,’ she finished his sentence.

‘Utter imbeciles who would accept your paltry wage offers and be grateful for them.’

Henry swallowed hard. This wasn’t going according to plan. Milicent continued, her pace gathering now.

‘But sadly for you, sir, I am not one of them. I know only too well what I am worth, and it is not what you are offering. As I understand it, Mr Bertrand, you are looking for acting talent as well as administration and reception duties?’

Henry opened his mouth to speak, but Milicent was in full flow now and did not require an answer to her question.

‘So, therefore, should I not be charging you double the normal rate? After all, it appears to me to be double the workload, so that would be a reasonable calculation, wouldn’t it? Ce serait raisonnable, n’est-ce pas?’

She smiled. He sensed a little pity in her expression but decided not to dwell on that. He had other things to consider. That she had finished her annoyingly well-reasoned argument with an effortless transition into French made Henry realise he’d bitten off a lot more with Miss Squire than he was able to chew.

Her calculations had a disappointingly sensible feel to them; it was almost certainly a route Henry himself would have taken if presented with a similar offer from a seasoned chiseller like himself.

He sniffed, bit his upper lip and straightened his necktie.

He then briefly considered trying to pretend that this negotiation had been an elaborate audition, but he could already foresee how that would go. The steely flash in Milicent’s eyes told him all he needed to know about his chances of success with that particular route.

‘Congratulations,’ he began, clearing his throat and collecting himself again. ‘Consider yourself hired.’

He loved how that sounded, the power of being able to change the direction of someone’s life. He was back in charge again. The boss of both the conversation and Milicent Squire. Henry’s newest employee tilted her head fractionally, very slowly, with her eyes locked onto his. Suddenly, he realised that she was going to say more than just thank you.

‘If that means working for you at the wage I initially requested, then yes, Mr Bertrand, you may then consider my services secured.’

He noted her emphasis on the word ‘may’ and quickly looked down at the floor, his indignation rising. He wondered for a moment if he should tell her to leave immediately. Saying that he found her attitude troublesome, he could not work with someone with so little manners and that she simply wasn’t suited to such a sensitive, highly skilled role in his practice.

But he could not do that. She was innately suited to the role, and she would undoubtedly make a great success of it. He could see that. He knew that. He was simply uncomfortable with the notion that she wasn’t completely in his control. And that Milicent Squire could do something he couldn’t.

For Henry, her theatrical stagecraft and that of her colleagues were vital if his business was to truly appeal to those occupying the higher reaches of London society.

The unorthodox administrative team would also be central in its growth as he sought to capture the riches he knew were out there. Henry definitely needed Milicent’s talents. And begrudgingly, he knew it.





2 Bertrand, Buckland and the House of Bourbon

Henry was not an imposing figure in the physical sense. He was a smaller man with a plumpish face, rounded cheeks, and wide, inquiring eyes topped by neatly arched brows. His expression seemed to be perpetually locked in a state of mild surprise.

One of his employees once noted that his facial features bore a distinct resemblance to those of a baby owl – and although intended to be cruel, it was nevertheless quite an accurate comparison.

But there was nothing soft and fluffy about anything underneath that benign exterior. He possessed a sardonic, biting wit and a forensic eye for detail. He had no time for anyone whose aspirations weren’t as glorious as his own lofty goals, viewing them as somehow inadequate and unworthy of his precious time.

There was simply no room in his life for mediocrity or a lack of supreme effort, and anyone who didn’t share his fervent drive was regarded with disdain.

Henry Bertrand may have been diminutive in stature, but he carried an ambition that a man three times his size would have struggled to bear.

People tended to form opinions about his personality based solely on his grander, more obvious displays of hubris – but a deeper understanding of the man could be gained by analysing a long litany of significant, smaller incidents.

His entry in the 1841 Census left a reasonable indication as to his fickle nature and his social climbing compulsions.

At the very last minute, Henry decided that the surname Bertrand no longer served its purpose and Buckland now better suited him.

The reason? Well, no one could quite fathom it at the time. And those who asked never got anything close to a straight answer. Speculation amongst friends was that he’d likely had his French ancestry questioned by a prying patient with a little too much knowledge on the subject.

But, as they mulled this over, they reminded themselves that Henry was infinitely too sure of himself for an incident like that to have created such a dramatic about-turn and enforced reimagining of his roots.

It was far more likely, they thought, that Henry had read about some arrogant Knight of the Realm or preening, privileged Parliamentarian of that name and decided that French heritage (accent issues or not) would no longer be sufficiently grand for this urbane, upwardly mobile bachelor.

No, if he was going to make it in the capital and be suitably rewarded for the effort he was putting in, he now needed to fully embrace a blue-blooded British aristocratic persona.

And if they noticed and questioned his Gallic timbre, then damn them! After all, the French and British nobility often interbred – he would now simply be the product of a secret affair, a descendant of some royal cousin’s dalliance with a dashing Frenchman. Ah, a touch of scandal. Yes, that will do very nicely.

His new name certainly seemed to help with his own love life, and after a brief courtship, he married Marian Mier in a ceremony at St Mark’s Church.

While most of the attendees would describe the event as modest, Henry preferred to look upon the nuptials as understated. He had noted that the wealthiest of the upper classes tended to avoid ostentatious displays of their affluence. Those with real money simply had no need for showing off.

This approach worked perfectly for Henry – concealing his lack of riches at that stage behind a curtain of humble modesty about his supposed prosperity.

It also afforded him the chance to engage in outbursts of vocal disgust and contempt at the merest sniff of opulence in others while privately envying anyone with the ability to display actual wealth, even if they did it in a vulgar or boorish way. Henry was as paradoxical and confusing as Marian was logical and centred.

The new Mrs Buckland was at the very least her husband’s equal in all measurable ways – including height.

While Henry seemed resigned to his second-place position in most of their comparable metrics, the subject of the single inch Marian had over him in terms of stature irritated him greatly. And so, like all truly vain people, he chose never to speak of the issue publicly.

Instead, he looked at ways in which he might even things up a little. He asked the local cobbler to ‘add a few more layers’ to the sole of his black leather ankle boots. He noticed that puffing his chest out seemed to raise his eyeline and so spent a year carrying himself in this awkwardly stiff manner in all social settings. He stopped the practice when Marian commented that the effect was not an increase in elevation; instead, it was making him, ‘…look completely ridiculous. Like the result of some failed taxidermy experiment.’

But aside from all of that, the key difference between the two – and the one that really mattered – was Mrs Buckland’s insistence on maintaining a healthier relationship with reality than her husband.

She was often left irked by Henry’s bouts of self-conscious insecurity that created an endless need to infuse the most mundane of circumstances with a random, fanciful back story.

Most of the time, the outlandish tales didn’t even make sense. Even the most rudimentary examination of the facts would result in the whole story unravelling spectacularly. This would then require Henry to flounder frantically as he tried to regain control by resorting to ever-more fantastical fabrications.

Even when he occasionally managed to land on a vaguely convincing narrative, he was often tripped up by his failure to remember what related tall tales he’d told previously.

Marian thought it all rather tiresome and unnecessary and often took umbrage at Henry’s foolish fables.

‘But why,’ she implored her husband one afternoon, ‘why did you tell Mrs Standish that you were related to the Spanish Royal Family?’

Henry turned to face the full force of his wife’s displeasure.

‘Well, my dear, it’s really quite simple. I’ve been doing some research, and it appears that I am indeed a descendant of his Majesty, Ferdinand the Sixth of Spain from the House of Bourbon.’

Marian looked wearily unimpressed and shook her head slowly. ‘That’s just not true, is it?’ she replied with calm, stern authority. ‘We’ve talked about this, haven’t we?’ she asked, hoping he wouldn’t attempt an answer. But she knew he would. He creased his brow and crossed his arms.

‘Well, actually, my dear, I think you’ll find that, this time, I am most definitely onto something. I’ve seen a portrait of the man, and there is the uncanniest resemblance. I swear when you look upon him, Marian, you will think he must be my twin brother.’

His wife continued to look displeased. He thought possibly even more so now than she had a moment earlier. He carried on bravely.

‘Plus, and this clinched it for me, my dear, he was known as The Learned because of his mental aptitude.’

He turned both hands in unison so the palms faced upwards, lifting his shoulders as he did so to convey a gesture of fait accompli to underline his mountain of indisputable evidence.

‘I think you’ll agree, with all of these undeniable facts, it’s just too much of a coincidence not to at least be given some consideration, my dear.’

Marian looked down and breathed in and out deeply through her nose with her mouth clenched tightly shut. With her eyes still fixed on the floor, her face suddenly broke into a snarl.

‘What? What utter nonsense, Henry,’ she snapped, lifting her head and slapping down one of his upturned hands.

‘Listen to what you’re saying man, this is unhinged even by your preposterous standards.’

Then she paused momentarily, and Henry could see her expression changing. He thought he could sense something that might be giving way to some form of understanding. She breathed deeply, her eyes now meeting his as she began to speak again, a little softer this time.

‘But let us, for a moment, allow you your little fantasies. It’s perfectly acceptable to daydream. Believe me, I am prone to many a figment about all kinds of weird and wonderful happenings. I have conceived things, my dear, that are far beyond any of your idiotic imaginings – and much enjoyed the pastime, I must say. But, and here’s the issue for you, I know it is wise to keep all my visions and pipe dreams safely locked up in here!’

To emphasise her point, she jabbed an index finger into her temple three times to point the way for Henry in case he was unsure about the whereabouts of her stored imaginary notions.

Henry was now reasonably certain that Marian wasn’t interested in looking deeper into the possible connections between him and a dead Spanish King.

But she did have more to say on the matter.

‘Even if you had imagined something like this in whatever it is that floats around inside your skull masquerading as a brain, why in God’s name would you start announcing it to your patients?’

Henry took a step backwards and, looking down, nervously brushed some imaginary dust from the pleats at the front of his black trousers. As he ran his thumb and index finger along the chain of his pocket watch, he could sense that his mouth was almost completely dry.

Pausing for a moment, he was delighted to discover that he had what he thought was a plausible reason.

‘I rather thought it would brighten Mrs Standish’s day to hear about it, my love. I know she’s been troubled of late, and to be honest, I think it rather lifted her spirits. Surely, there can be no harm in that?’

He adopted an expression that told his wife two things. Firstly, he was very satisfied with his answer. Secondly, she could see he was doing his best to conjure up an air of the good Samaritan.

She had read him accurately on both things – especially about his confidence in the selfless angle he’d chosen.

As she was now fast approaching the outer reaches of her tolerance, she decided it was time to put an end to the conversation – and put her husband straight. She clenched her hands into tight fists and folded her arms.

‘The harm, my dear, is that once Mrs Standish retells your preposterous, infantile fairytale to others, word will quickly spread that a previously upstanding citizen who was once considered to be a reputable professional has lost his grip on reality and is now a deluded halfwit!’

Henry opened his mouth to speak. ‘No!’ Marian barked at him.

She took a step towards him, unfolding her arms as she did. Henry instinctively flinched.

‘No more talking, Henry! There is no conceivable way on God’s green earth that you are related to Ferdinand the Fifth or anyone else from the Spanish or indeed any royal family anywhere on the entire face of the planet, either living, deceased or yet to be born, and that’s an end to it!’

She turned smartly and began to march away in disgust, hoping not to hear another sound from her fantasising husband on the subject.

She was halfway up the staircase when she could just make out a hushed, dejected voice mumble the words, ‘It’s Ferdinand the Sixth, actually.’

Generally, Marian’s guiding principle when dealing with Henry’s flights of fancy was one of selective engagement, and mostly she selected not to. This was mainly because she found listening to his sensationalist claptrap rather draining, but also, she calculated that if she didn’t pander to his wistful, fabricated nonsense, it made it a good deal easier to divert him back to matters of significantly more importance. That list included, but was by no means limited to, maintaining the family dentistry business so that it might better support their increasingly expensive London lifestyle.

While Marian was not burdened by the kind of relentless pursuit of class climbing and self-enhancement that Henry wrestled with every day, she was nevertheless someone who believed that becoming a better version of oneself was infinitely achievable with the right attitude. And she strived to accomplish that every single day.

A dedication to hard work, a healthy dose of world-weary stoicism and keen mental agility were the key ingredients in Marian’s recipe for success – not whimsy and fakery.

She was resourceful, emotionally balanced and pragmatic; her polished upper-middle-class exterior (the first thing Henry found attractive about her – although he told her it was her smile and beautiful ankles) belied a resilient core of self-determination that would serve her well over the following years.





3 Henry the Second

On 26 September 1840, Marian and Henry’s first child and only son, Henry (later to be known as Louis), was born with little fuss (for Henry Senior at least) in their home on Little Stanhope Street, a tiny but well-appointed thoroughfare in the heart of Mayfair.

The long hours of labour and delivery had been traumatic and painful for Marian, but the sight of her son brought out a flood of emotion in her.

As she lay sore and exhausted in the dim candlelight of the bedroom, cradling the precious newborn against her chest, she gazed in blissful, sleepy wonder into his eyes. She wondered about the marvels this beautiful boy would go on to see through them. She knew there would be things she could have no comprehension of at this time – wonders of the rapidly modernising world that would arise long after her time was over.

But these were also the eyes that would eventually look upon his future wife, and his children, her grandchildren.

She smiled at the thought as she stroked the rumpled, soft pinkness of his smooth cheeks. She ran a hand gently over the top of his head, wanting each fine, dark hair to pass through her fingers.

Despite the intense agony and trauma of labour, the moment she heard the first fragile cry, a profound wave of love washed over her, eclipsing the pain of everything that still ached and extinguishing any uncertainty she still held.

As she stared down at the tiny, round face, she tried to take in every delicate feature – she wanted to remember her son exactly as he was in that moment. New, untroubled, and perfect in every way. Her heart swelled with an indescribable warmth. She wallowed in each small sigh, wriggle and flutter of breath. Each was a miracle to Marian – a testament to their shared journey together.

Henry Senior showed off his new son to anyone he encountered as if he were the result of the world’s first successful attempt at childbirth.

Focussing mostly on his part in the production, he constantly sought opinions on which parent the baby resembled most. And only ever being satisfied when the answer came back in his favour.

Along with an ever-present celebratory cigar, it was as if the child was just another prop to support Henry’s boasting – further tangible testament to his boundless genius.

Marian, taking time to recover from the rigours of childbirth, was tired, still in great discomfort, and deeply unimpressed by these displays. Eventually, she decided to let Henry know that it was time for the unbounded self-promotion to be toned down a touch. Or even stopped completely – that would have been her preference, but she knew that might be too much of a stretch for her husband.

To achieve any kind of result, though, she knew that simply chastising him would not work; he would brush it off as postnatal irritability. A comment which would coincidentally see the manifestation of much higher levels of Marian’s actual irritability.

No, she would have to make her point in a more incisive way if it was to result in any lasting change in her husband, and there was only one way to do that with Henry. She would have to hurt his feelings. Wound him so much that it left a lasting impression.

‘Have you ever considered, my dear,’ she began, ‘the idea of attempting to complete one whole day where you don’t show off or boast about yourself at all?’

Henry looked at her with curious indignation. He wondered if she was possibly joking.

‘Excuse me?’ he replied, his head moving forward, eyes widened.

Marian cleared her throat; she was about to get into her stride.

‘You have a compulsion to grandstand and brag at any opportunity, every day of your life. You make yourself the subject of every conversation, crashing a coach and horses over any attempt by anyone else to change the subject. All you seem to want to do all the time is ram your achievements down everyone’s throat until they start to gag.’

Henry looked confused. He stroked his beard before replying. ‘You’re saying this to me like it might be a bad thing, my dear.’

Marian opened her mouth to speak and then decided on a sigh instead.

She clasped her hands and held them to her chest.

‘I just think that if you gave some consideration to resisting your natural urges, then you might be able to ingratiate yourself more successfully with the people you encounter. Why not show them the other sides of your personality, surprise them a little? Afford them the opportunity to discover other elements of your character that they might find more engaging than what they see now.’

Henry’s mouth opened. Marian had now confirmed that this wasn’t a light-hearted jest. The issue for him at that moment was to fathom if it was advice or admonishment she was delivering.

And then she delivered the final, killer blow, which left him in no doubt. ‘What I’m trying to say, Henry, is that all your puffed-up, self-congratulatory buffoonery is becoming ever so tedious. It’s a tiresome act and, to be frank, it does rather put people off you. I’m afraid it makes you something of a bore. Surely, there must be some other aspects of your personality you’d like to display to the world?’

At this stage, she was still trying to make the advice as constructive as possible with just the right amount of insult to make her point stick.

Unfortunately, the way Henry was staring back at her told her instinctively that the penny was not yet heading in a downward direction.

She paused for a moment, wishing just this once that she could get some kind of inkling as to what was really going on inside his head. That would make it so much easier to be hurtful, she thought.

‘It’s not as if that’s all there is to you, is it?’ she began again. ‘There is surely more than this irritating prevaricator act? The unlikable class clown, too wrapped up in himself to notice all the sniggering as he wanders off after droning on continuously and boring the pants off everyone?’

Suddenly, she could see in his face that her words were getting a reaction – and some traction. She glanced away and then back at him in a split second.

‘What I mean to say, my love, is this. This can’t be all you have to offer, can it?’ She drew a random squiggly shape in the air in his direction as she spoke in case Henry had any doubts about what this symbolised.

Having his whole persona summed up by one waggling finger was just about the most perfect way to offend Henry. Her words were now definitely having the impact she desired.

‘Surely, we can’t have reached the outer limits of your entire character? There has to be more to you than what you are currently showing everyone. There just has to be.’

As was so often the case in their relationship, Marian did not require her husband to respond. Everything that needed to be said had been.

By the time of the 1841 census, the family were living at Knightsbridge, close to St George’s Hospital, where just a few years later, Henry would die after a short and mostly unexplained illness.

Medicine was not an exact science in the 1800s, even in a supposedly sophisticated city like London. And so, when the doctors announced the cause of death as some kind of fit of madness, it’s only really possible to make educated guesses as to what did for poor Henry.

And although it’s tempting to view the respected medical professionals’ conclusion as some kind of cryptic forecast of a hereditary familial condition that would go on to infect other members of the Bertrand family in later years, we can be confident that he did not pass away simply from a severe attack of ‘madness’.

St George’s was a sprawling, grand establishment located close to the family home at nearby Hyde Park Corner. The hospital’s austere Regency-style architecture initially intimidated young Louis when he visited his father.

The sheer size of its imposing grand façade, featuring multiple tall, narrow windows, made for a disquieting experience for the youngster – before he had even set foot in the building.

Inside, the lengthy, echoey hallways were sparsely lit, so that one could never quite see just how far they extended. To Louis’ already furtive imagination, this meant they were infinite, running through and out of the hospital like ominous endless tunnels without a final destination. The thought unsettled him, filling him with a strange mix of foreboding – and excitement.

The hospital air, thick with an overpowering cocktail of antiseptic odours and the clinical scents of liniment and fresh bandages, only seemed to add to the latent tension.

In communal areas, gas lamps flickered, casting a warm glow that should have made the environment more welcoming. In reality, a sombre and slightly sinister serenity cast its shadow across everything there.

Henry Buckland spent most of his last weeks at St George’s in one of two states.

He was either completely unconscious or engaged in bouts of wide-eyed energetic blustering, irrationally regaling his son with spectacularly embellished tales of his short life. This would often lead him into a frothing rage about his patients as, without a clear diagnosis and looking to allocate blame for his condition, he attempted day after declining day to identify ‘which one of the halitosis-reeking shower of bastards inflicted this devil’s malady upon me!’.

When not listening to Henry, his young son would wander the wards, eagerly studying the work of the doctors and nurses, transfixed by their graceful prowess, their depth of knowledge and their ability to glide effortlessly from one ailing patient to the next while casually chatting or laughing with colleagues.

They barely noticed the young boy as he loitered quietly in the background. But Louis was utterly captivated by them, fascinated that whatever challenge each patient presented, somehow they always had the answer. Or at least an answer they believed to be right.

He loved their confidence and the casual way they displayed their talents and expertise. He was entranced by their unquestioning benevolence and how they held the well-being of those in their charge with
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