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“BESSIE, YOU ARE POSITIVELY glowing. It must be a man. I won’t wait another minute,” Lady Spalding demanded. 

“What makes you so sure?” Bessie Sinclair smiled behind her fan. “Perhaps a warm day has altered my complexion.” 

“It’s the middle of January, you silly girl.” Lady Spalding laughed. “I want all the details.”

And so began a day in the life of Bessie Sinclair. It was unusual for her to be at the Palace. Bessie was only an extra maid. She was called into service when permanent maids were taken ill or absent for a variety of other reasons. In this case, Lady Partridge was about to have her baby. Bessie, who drew no salary and lived outside the Palace, was asked to fill in. 

Bessie’s family was not from the nobility, unlike the Ladies in Waiting, or the Ladies of the Bedchamber. Her Father was a military man with many honors for distinguished service, and her mother was a cousin to a noble family from Bath. 

Lady Spalding had suggested Bessie be offered the position as an extra maid. Bessie was her daughter’s best friend and she loved Bessie’s effervescent personality. She was also a beautiful girl with a vivid imagination. It sometimes got her into trouble. 

Once, when she was ten years old, Bessie tried to float through the air from her parents’ second-floor bedroom window. She took bed sheets, made a canopy of sorts and jumped out the window, hoping to float to the ground. All she accomplished was to smash her mother’s rose garden, and ruin the bed sheets as well as her clothing. 

“I have learned my lesson,” she told her father.

“What lesson might that be, young lady?” 

“Next time, I must use a bigger sheet,” Bessie said with satisfaction.

“What will that girl think of next?” he said to Bessie’s mother. “Who will ever marry such a devilish girl?” The truth was that Bessie was the apple of her Father’s eye. He admired the girl’s pluck.

Bessie was now twenty years old, and this was the first time she was asked to Buckingham Palace as an extra maid. Just before she received her summons, Bessie met a young man who caught her fancy. His name was Edward Oxford. He had an imagination far surpassing her own. It was this young man about whom Lady Spalding inquired.

“All I can say is my suitor is quite handsome and an excellent conversationalist,” Bessie said coyly. “We have taken several long walks together in recent days. I like him quite a lot.”

“Who was your chaperon, and what did she say about the young man?” 

Bessie turned several shades of red before answering. “Mama was too busy and besides, I find having a chaperon quite a nuisance, truth be told. How can you truly get to know a young man with someone tagging along behind?”

Lady Spalding was aghast. “Bessie Sinclair, you’ll be the ruin of your family with an attitude like that, and it will ruin your reputation. What on earth has gotten into you?” Bessie seemed thoroughly chastened, and she promised to observe the proper etiquette in the future. Lady Spalding didn’t see Bessie’s fingers crossed behind her back.  

Her first assignment for the day was to tidy the Queen’s bedchamber after Her Majesty had gone for breakfast. It was late in the morning, so Bessie opened the Queen’s chamber door a few inches and peaked inside. To her astonishment and utter embarrassment, Queen Victoria and her husband, Prince Albert, were in the throes of making love. Paralyzed momentarily, Bessie didn’t utter a sound and gently closed the door. If they noticed me, I’m forever banished, Bessie thought to herself. Bessie had scant knowledge about lovemaking, and seeing the act itself was extremely disconcerting. Maybe I should never get married, Bessie determined. The Queen and her Prince never knew they had been observed. 

One afternoon, the Queen surprised Bessie when she was putting away one of Her Majesty’s dresses. “Come here, young lady. I have not had the pleasure of speaking to you since you have come to the Palace.”

Bessie offered her best curtsy and introduced herself. “I am Bessie Sinclair. It is an honor to serve you, Your Majesty.” 

“You are such a pretty young woman,” Queen Victoria said. “I always like to know the opinion of those living outside the Palace walls. Do you have any thoughts about the new Tory government? I find the Tories are like insects and turtle soup, which I hate most in all the world.”

Bessie wasn’t political at all, but neither was she stupid. “I quite agree with you, Your Majesty.” Bessie was growing uncomfortable in the Queen’s presence, especially because of what she witnessed earlier. Bessie was also at least six inches taller than her diminutive Queen and stepped back quickly to lessen the discrepancy. 

“Carry on, Miss Sinclair. I hope to have other opportunities to speak with you in the future.”

Servants were to be invisible and keep their opinions to themselves, so it quite surprised Bessie that Victoria would speak to her at all. What an unusual Queen we have, Bessie concluded.

The following day was a Sunday, and Bessie went home to see her parents and attend church with them. Later in the afternoon, she quietly slipped out of the house to meet Edward Oxford in a nearby park. Once together, they went behind a massive oak tree and enjoyed a surreptitious kiss. 

“It’s so good to see you, Edward. Now that I am working for the Queen, it’s going to be hard to find the time to be together except on Sundays.”

“Why don’t you just decline to serve that miscreant?”  

His sudden outburst took Bessie quite by surprise. “How can you demean our Queen with such inappropriate words?” Bessie flared. It was the first time she had ever heard Edward so ill spoken.

“I’m sorry, I should keep my opinions about the monarchy to myself,” he offered in apology. Something in his demeanor made Bessie doubt his sincerity.

“You have ruined the day,” Bessie pouted. “Let’s continue our walk and speak no more about it.”

After a while, their interaction took on a more friendly tone and Bessie soon forgot their earlier tiff. They parted company with another brief kiss, though to her mind, it wasn’t as affectionate as their first encounter that day.

The next day, Bessie returned to service. She was quickly caught up in palace gossip, but never dared mention her own experience at the Queen’s bedroom door. 

One topic among the Lady’s maids was about Prince Albert, the Queen’s new husband. Some thought him extremely handsome, but others thought his brisk Germanic personality was too heavy-handed. At any rate, the Queen seemed to be madly in love with him, which made Bessie and the others happy for her.

In the afternoon, Bessie was doing her chores when she overheard two men talking in hushed tones in a nearby hallway. “The Queen takes too many chances with her safety. There are those in the public who feel her claim to the throne is illegitimate and want to do her harm.”

“Let’s hope some zealot doesn’t kill her. Given time, our Queen will become beloved,” the other man said hopefully. 

Bessie scurried off to avoid being found and thought back to Edward’s nasty comment about the Queen. Over the next several weeks, Bessie and Edward saw one another on Sundays. Edward was becoming unbalanced in his comments about life and the Queen specifically. It got to where Bessie broke off her relationship with him, at least until he calmed down. What troubled her most was that he seemed perfectly normal much of the time, and then launched into tirades about how unfair life was. Moments later, he was his old smiling, tender self.

“My duties have become more time-consuming, Edward. I am afraid we can’t meet this month.”

“That’s wonderful news,” he said, to her surprise. “By the time we are together again, we can celebrate my new fame and celebrity,” he grinned. “I’ll make you proud.” He gave Bessie a kiss on her cheek and walked away with a casual wave and a warm smile. Whatever can he mean? Bessie puzzled. Considering Edward’s increasingly bizarre conversations, Bessie hoped he was not about to do something untoward and get himself in trouble. 

A week later, Queen Victoria asked Bessie to set out the dress she would wear that afternoon for her carriage ride with Prince Albert. The rumor at the Palace was that the Queen was pregnant. It was an exciting prospect for all the women in service. Bessie selected a beautiful robin’s egg blue dress that complimented the Queen’s increasingly full figure.

Around six o’clock in the early evening hours, Victoria’s and Albert’s open horse-drawn carriage approached a footpath near Buckingham Palace. A man waving two pistols fired both of them in succession at the Queen. Fortunately, both shots missed. The man was immediately seized by onlookers and was disarmed. The would-be assassin boldly admitted his perfidy, “It was I; it was me that did it.”

Bessie only learned of the incident when she read about it in the morning newspaper. The name of the assailant was not mentioned in the early edition. By the time she reported for duty, the culprit’s name was openly spoken aloud. It was Bessie’s friend and suitor, Edward Oxford. Bessie collapsed in a faint upon hearing the news. Lady Spalding, who was passing by, quickly came to her aid. 

“Whatever is the matter, dear girl? It seems you’ve had quite a shock.”

When she could finally speak, Bessie looked up at the Lady. “Do you remember you asked me about the boy who made me so happy when I first saw you here at the Palace?”

“I remember how rosy your face was that morning, but you wouldn’t tell me his name.”

“He’s the one who just tried to kill the Queen. My friend is Edward Oxford,” Bessie said through her tears.

“Surely you couldn’t have known his plans?” 

Looking horrified, Bessie said, “Of course not, but now that I know what he did, some of his rantings make a little more sense. I should talk with the authorities, shouldn’t I?” 

“No doubt you must. I’ll arrange for you to speak with the Home Secretary, who supervises the Metropolitan Police, at once,” Lady Spalding said firmly. Helping Bessie to her feet, she led the girl to a nearby chair. “Remain here and I’ll send someone for you.” The Lady left in a hurry.

Lady Spalding knew the fastest way to arrange a visit with the Home Secretary was to ask the Queen to intervene. Victoria was dressing for lunch when Lady Spalding found her.

“Your Majesty, Bessie Sinclair is an acquaintance of your would-be assassin, Edward Oxford. Would it be proper for you to ask the Home Secretary to interview her about her knowledge of the culprit?”

“Just how is she known to the man?” the Queen asked with alarm. 

“Apparently, they were seeing one another on walks recently, so Bessie may have relevant knowledge about him.”

“Curious,” the Queen replied. “I will see that Home Secretary Phipps is notified at once. Have Miss Sinclair wait in the library until he arrives,” Victoria said with authority.

Two hours later, The Most Honorable Henry Constantine Phipps arrived to talk with Bessie. The man was middle-aged, and quite dignified. He had a full head of bushy black hair, a Roman nose of sorts, full lips, and bright blue eyes. Bessie gave the man her best curtsy, while wondering if that was the proper protocol for the occasion.

“It has come to my attention,” The Home Secretary began, “that you are acquainted with our prisoner Edward Oxford.”

For the next hour, Bessie told him as much as she could about the origins of her acquaintance with Edward and his increasingly odd comments and behavior. 

“He could be so cheerful and then suddenly become angry over the most inconsequential matters,” Bessie explained. “Finally, I stopped seeing him. On our last visit, he told me he would soon become famous and I would be proud of him. Of course, I didn’t know he was planning such an evil act, or I would have come to the Queen immediately,” she said defensively.

“Are you willing to testify at his trial if necessary?” 

“I will do my duty, sir, without hesitation. I wish I had asked him what he meant when we parted company, but I failed to do so,” Bessie said, remorsefully. 

“We shall keep you informed, should we should require your testimony,” Home Secretary Phipps said in parting.

––––––––
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FORTUNATELY, BESSIE did not have to make her statement in court. To the jury, there was ample evidence that Edward Oxford was insane. They sent him to the State Criminal Lunatic Asylum for life. 

Oddly, after a short time in the asylum, he seemed to become quite sane again, and occupied himself by drawing, reading, and learning to play the violin. He also learned French, German and Italian to fluency, and gained some knowledge of Spanish, Greek, and Latin. 

Oxford claimed the pistols he fired at the Queen were not loaded with anything other than powder. He said his attack was fueled not by a desire to injure her, but purely by a desire for notoriety. The Queen and the Metropolitan police strenuously disagreed with that claim. At present, however, Bessie was glad to have avoided the publicity of testifying at the trial. Shortly, she would receive a summons that would alter the course of her life.
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SEVERAL DAYS AFTER Bessie met with the Home Secretary, a telegram was delivered to her home. Her Father took it upstairs to her bedroom where Bessie was getting dressed for the day. “It seems the Home Office has more need of you, judging by the envelope. I thought you told them all you knew about the reprehensible Edward Oxford,” he added with a raised brow.

“Thank you, Father,” Bessie said as she tore open the telegram. “All it says is Home Secretary Phipps wants to meet at half three today. They offer no other explanation. I hope it’s the last meeting I have with him. It’s already embarrassing enough as it is.”

“I’ll ask Jeffery to drive you to his office in our Hansom Cab and wait until you are finished to bring you back home,” her father offered. “This mess has done little for our family reputation.” 

The time came for Bessie to meet with Home Secretary Phipps on King Charles Street. Jeffery, the family driver, dropped her off and agreed to wait at a buggy station across the street. “Wish me luck, Mr. Savage. I don’t know how long this meeting will take.”

Having met twice before, Secretary Phipps dispensed with formalities and asked Bessie to take a seat. Rather than staying seated behind his desk, Phipps closed the door and pulled up a chair opposite Bessie. “May I offer you some tea before we begin?” 

“Unless you would, sir, I am fine, having had a cup before I left?” 

“Good, then. Let’s get to the business at hand.” Bessie was getting nervous having the Home Secretary sitting so close. “What I am going to discuss with you must never leave this room, Miss Sinclair. Whether or not you accept my proposal, we must keep our discussion strictly confidential. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Bessie swallowed uneasily. “Just what proposal do you have in mind?”

“First, I must tell you that my views on the place of women in our society are not widely held. In as much, I have broken ranks, you might say, and circumvented the normal command structures in my department. As you know, the Home Office supervises the Metropolitan Police. What they are unwilling to admit, is many of their investigations are hampered by the fact there is not a single female detective in the department. According to the Chief of Police, there has never been, nor will there ever be, a female police officer in his organization. While he is a fine and upstanding individual, in his view, women are for breeding babies and taking care of the home, with no exceptions.”

Bessie smiled. “It’s not only your chief of police. Almost every man in the country would agree with that sentiment.”

“I suspect you are correct, Miss Sinclair. However, I am part of the one percent who feel women are just as capable, and more so in certain situations, than their male counterparts. Though we have only met twice before, I am impressed by your calm demeanor under stress. Your intellect, sense of humor, and imagination are exemplary,” Secretary Phipps said. “Please don’t think I am being forward with you, but your considerable beauty is also an invaluable asset. Please let me explain.” 

“Many think the only crime in our country is committed by the lower classes, by men and women of low breeding. Sadly, that’s not the case. Considerable damage is caused by unscrupulous individuals in high society. This includes blackmail, corruption in business affairs, and plots against the government. It’s almost impossible for our male detectives to insert themselves into high society without immediately sticking out like the proverbial sore thumb. By steadfastly refusing to allow a woman to investigate such matters, almost all of our inquiries fail from the outset. In addition, our male detectives cannot blend in at a gentleman’s club or stay for brandy and cigars with the elite. 

“It is for these reasons I am offering you an opportunity to become the only female detective in the country. You will be under my direct supervision. The Chief of Police, Mr. Charles Cavanaugh, will be kept completely in the dark. What you report will be passed on to him when necessary. Otherwise, no one will know who you are and what you do. Not even your parents, I’m afraid.”

Bessie was stunned into silence. She rubbed her temples and pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to take in what the Home Secretary had said. Finally, she looked up and smiled. “As you know,” Bessie began, “my father is a military man and what you are suggesting would turn his world upside down. He is clearly part of the ninety-nine percent when it comes to the place of women.” With a twinkle in her eye, Bessie said, “Depending on the details, I will gladly accept your offer. It’s about time for the world to see what a woman can accomplish when given the chance.”
“As for the world knowing, unfortunately, the world will have to be kept in the dark. However, I will know about your successes. I’m afraid that will have to suffice.”

“This is a great deal to take in. So, what exactly is your proposal?” Bessie asked.

Over the next two hours, Bessie tried to grasp the enormity of the plan. “First, we will set you up in a flat in Mayfair, grandiose enough to maintain your reputation in society. You will tell your parents I have offered you a job at the Home Office to coordinate social events for dignitaries we often entertain. Your residence is a requirement for the job. The actual social planning will be carried out by others. Therefore, your job will be ‘off-the-books,’ as they say. Your salary, flat, and clothing will hide in other budgets. As far as the Home Office is concerned, you will not exist.”

Bessie could hardly contain her excitement, though her mind swirled with potential complications. “You seem somewhat conflicted,” Phipps noted. 

“Thank you for your confidence, Sir. I’m still uncomfortable keeping this from my parents and what this will mean for my life. Even so, this is something I can’t pass up. I won’t let you down. When would you like me to start?”

“Before you accept, I want you to understand. Your duties may entail some risk. Since no one besides me will know what you are doing, there won’t be others on the police force to extract you from dangerous situations. If you wish to proceed, give me a week to make all the arrangements and we can meet again and get started.”

Bessie carefully considered what the Secretary said. “I accept your terms and your warnings without reservation. I’ll do it for Queen and Country, and to prove the point that women can compete with men in whatever we wish to do,” she added.

“I’m happy to have you in my service. Before you go, May I suggest we skip the usual formalities and call one another by our given names. My friends call me Henry and I assume Bessie is acceptable to you?” 

“It will take a little time for me to feel comfortable calling you Henry, sir, but it will simplify our communications,” she smiled.

“Then, I will see you in a week, Bessie.” 

Bessie went outside and caught the attention of Jeffery, waiting for her return. “If you don’t mind my saying, you look quite pleased with yourself, miss. I take it your meeting went well?”

“That it did. The Secretary offered me a job which I’ve accepted. Now, all I have to do is to break the news to father and mother,” she laughed. 

“I doubt it will be that difficult,” Jeffery said. “You have your father completely wrapped around your finger, if you don’t mind me saying. He can never say no to you.”

It wasn’t as easy as Bessie had hoped. All went well until she told her parents the job would require her to have a flat of her own. “What kind of nonsense is that?” her father stormed. “That is quite out of the question. Just think of your reputation,” he went on. “A single woman, living alone when you already have a home of your own, won’t do.”

“Father, they will often require me to entertain dignitaries under the supervision of the Home Secretary and his staff. Our home simply won’t do. Besides, I will have a roommate,” Bessie stated. 

“If that is the case,” her mother said, “I suppose that could be acceptable.” 

“Barely,” her father said. “However, I must assume Secretary Phipps has taken all into account. It would be quite an insult to him if we were to force you to decline his offer.”

“You are right, dear, it’s quite a feather in Bessie’s cap,” her mother interjected. “Maybe we will be
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