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Beatrice had an English father and a French mother, enabling her to speak both languages with equal proficiency. Beatrice lost both her parents, along with her brother, in an air crash when she was just 22.

She had a Roedean education, her main passport was British, and that was what she considered herself to be, although she also held a French passport, giving her dual nationality.

I met Beatrice for the first time on the landing of our apartment building situated on the sixteenth arrondissement in Paris, I was in the process of moving into my newly acquired residence on the third floor,  she lived up on the fifth floor,  but being submerged with boxes in the lift, I had inadvertently pressed the wrong button and found myself completely disorientated up on her level. 

The noise I was making brought a very elegant thirty-ish (34 actually) woman to her door. She was wearing sunglasses, and at the time, I just assumed she'd been sunbathing on the balcony.

"Sorry! Sorry! For all the noise. I blurted out, I'm moving in."  

"Well, you might have given me a little warning, she said, I would have at least aired the bed." 

Slightly embarrassed, I replied,

"I've come up too far, I'm supposed to be down on the third floor. Sorry for the disturbance."

"Are you English?" She asked quizzically.

"Yes, how did you guess?" I confirmed, trying not to sound too condescending. 

"It's all the sorries that give it away darling." 

"Well, we wouldn't be who we are without our sorries, would we?" I replied, almost repeating her term of endearment, but deciding against it. 

"I'm Beatrice, I would invite you in for a coffee, but my grandmother does all that for me. She lives down on the rez de chaussée (ground-floor), but she's out shopping." 

I didn't ask why she was incapable of executing coffee-making herself.  Although, that would become apparent later.

"But surely you're English as well, aren't you?" I asked.

"Hmm, bit of a mixture really." 

"Now, let me try and guess your name from the sound of your voice, she continued, you must give me three guesses, all right?"  

"Right," I said, playing along with her game. 

"Now, you're either a Peter, a John, a David.... or, let me see, a William." She hypothesised.

"Well, that's four guesses, I amended her, but you're close, it's Clarence," I replied, smiling. Now, whether it was because she took exception to being corrected, she startled me with her reply.

"Oh, you're not arty fucking farty with a name like that, are you?" 

Somewhat taken aback, I reasoned,

"Well, I can dress a plate of food to look nice, would you consider that to be a bit poncy?"  

"Not at all, you eat with your eyes if you have them, so an attractive dish is important,

à plus tard." And she closed the door behind her. 

This, I would soon learn was Beatrice's vernacular. A mixture of cultured and sometimes, shall we say, a little colourful.

Later on, I would find out that Beatrice suffered from two afflictions, bipolar disorder, and  Leber hereditary optic neuropathy (LHON), which has resulted in her blindness, (hence the sunglasses).  I also found out, that this rare genetic condition is passed on from mother to child and mainly concerns, although not entirely, male offspring.  So all in all, Beatrice was unlucky, to say the least.

Settling into my new apartment required several shopping excursions, buying all those necessities needed for modern-day comforts.

I had hoped to accidentally bump into Beatrice whilst I was doing my toing and froing, as she had left quite a mark on me.

Being called darling by market girls chit-chat selling me my vegetables is one thing, but Beatrice said it with more aplomb, and it lingered in my head. I was also eager to show her I wasn't at all poncy, at least not in my eyes.

I caught up with Beatrice's story from a French-Belgian couple living on the same landing as mine. They spoke excellent English, and invited me in one evening for a welcoming drink.

Apparently, prior to the plane crash, Beatrice's parents were quite well-heeled, and with her brother perishing in the accident at the same time, she had inherited most of the family estate.

They described all about her blindness condition, which I kicked myself for not noticing the signs during that first meeting, but then Beatrice is a very confident lady, and she hid it well.

They explained she rarely ventures out.  Having all her provisions delivered, and left outside the door.  She eats with her grandmother, who they think probably prepares all the food.

"No one in the building has managed to befriend Beatrice, they remarked, she remains very discreet."

Before the end of a most convivial evening, my newfound friends advised me to leave a contact number with Beatrice's grandmother, as she often acted as a non-paid concierge, taking in parcels and passing on messages. A godsend when you're not there.

However, she only has a smattering of English, and I only have a smattering of French. So much to my relief, they kindly volunteered to do the talking for me.
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The shrill of my mobile ringing at 6 a.m. woke me from a deep slumber. I cursed that the night before, I had left this intrusive piece of kit across the room on the dressing table. I'll ignore it, I said to myself. I had very few friends in France, and those I do have would not ring me at this unearthly hour. It must be a wrong number. It stopped. I turned over to try and continue where I had left off. It immediately started to ring again. It could be something serious, I thought, so without further hesitation, I leapt out of bed,  bounded across the room, snatched up the phone, and using my best 6 am voice, croaked, "Hello"

"Clarence, you have to do something for me immediately." A voice bellowed, 

"Who is this?" I stammered.

"It's me, Beatrice, of course." 

"Oh! Beatrice, how lovely to hear from you." Despite it being 6 a.m. I thought.

"Now listen, Clarence, I want you to go down to my grandmother's apartment and remove a terrifying spider that's set up home in her baignoire, (bath), she's petrified and won't budge until it's been disposed of."

"But it's 6 a.m. Beatrice, it's still dark, can't we leave it until after breakfast?" I pleaded. 

"Light and dark all the same to me, she retorted. She's waiting for you, I told her you were coming immediately."

"Well, I'm still in my pyjamas Beatrice, I'll need to change," I panicked.

"Don't bother, she answered, she's
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