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Frances goes out 
Author: Sara Wilson-Soppitt 

 

“Ow!” the bloods well up on my shin, “Dammit.” 

How can such a tiny cut hurt so much? I put my leg back under 
water and take more care with the armpits. I even take the time to 
use the oatmeal and apricot skin scrubbing stuff that’s been sitting 
on the windowsill since two Christmases ago. It smells very 
wholesome. Not quite the fragrance I’m after this evening.  I wonder 
if they make an unwholesome one? Too late now. Anyway I doubt 
whether he’ll be sniffing my knees and elbows. 

It feels funny having a bath in the evening, and taking such a 
long time over it. My bath must be surprised, wondering what I’m 
doing here. Awake. Usually I’m  half asleep from getting up or half 
asleep from watching telly. The zombie bather, the walking dead, she 
stumbles wordlessly among the cotton buds and abandoned towels, 
wreaking havoc on unsuspecting toiletries. 

But here I am, 6.30 in the evening, alive and fully functioning, 
opening jars and squeezing tubes, wielding razors and mascara 
wands with all the skill and dexterity of a ………woman who hasn’t 
done this sort of thing for a very long time. 

I read in a magazine yesterday that night-time make-up should 
be heavier than day-time make up.  Especially about the eyes and 
lips. Something to do with artificial light.  I think the effect I have 
achieved would look best in the sort of artificial light you get from a 
very low voltage pen torch.  One without batteries.   
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I’d better start again.  Better safe than sordid. 

Has that new highlight-enhancing shampoo worked? Could you 
be fooled into thinking that those touches of grey are expensive, 
deliberate?  Shall I wear it up or down?  Up looks a bit severe, 
headmistressy.  Maybe that would turn him on.  But didn’t I read 
somewhere that men like the tousled look, bed hair I think they call 
it.  I’m sure they don’t mean the fright-wig look I manage so 
effortlessly every morning. 

Down, I think.  It’s less to worry about. 

I wonder what he’s doing now?  Shaving?  Drying his hair?  
Choosing his clothes?  Is he nervous too?  Is he feeling sick, stupid, 
old?  Does he want to call the whole thing off, bad idea, thanks but 
no thanks and goodnight?   

For heaven’s sake, Frances Jean, pull yourself together. 

Thank you God for black trousers and high heels. I bet I look 
quite young from the waist down, thirty at most.  But the top, what 
to do about the top?  Curse my chest, why couldn’t I have nice neat 
little ones?  I worry about the buttons. Are they suggestive?  Do they 
say “Hello, we are buttons, we can be undone very easily if the fancy 
takes you.”   

Maybe a jumper would be better. Maybe not.  Let’s risk the 
buttons you wild, wanton creature. Anyway the blouse matches the 
jacket that miraculously still fits after ten years. 

Can perfume go off? Or does dust on the bottle signify quality, 
like wine?  Just a dab then, behind the ears, on the wrists and one in 
the cleavage. I can always blame the mothballs. 

Oh my God, he’s here. He’s early. Is that good?  Maybe he wants 
to get it over with as quickly as possible. 

Back for one last look in the mirror on the bathroom cabinet.  
What do you think, mirror? Will I do?   

Bloody mirror, could at least tell a few white lies once in a while. 
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Don’t run Frances Jean. Remember you’re a lady.  It doesn’t take 
long to walk through a one-bedroom flat. Get used to the heels.  
Now, a radiant smile as you open the door and say: 

“What the bloody hell do you want?” 

“Is he here yet, Fanny?” fierce stage whisper. 

“No, he isn’t, what do you want?” defend the doorway, don’t let 
her in. I tower over her in my heels. 

“I just wanted a look at him, really. Can I stay until he comes?  I’ll 
pretend to have popped in for something, then I’ll go straight away, I 
promise.” winning smile, bright little ferret eyes.   

“No, you can’t.  Go away.” Nervous in case he appears now, look 
down the corridor.   

She persists. 

I resist. 

She pleads. 

I take her by the shoulders and turn her back in the direction of 
the stairs.  A little shove. 

“Bye Angela.”  Close the door firmly. Bloody Angela, bet she’ll 
hang around at the top of the staircase now, I should never have told 
her. 

Now what?  Pour a drink? Casually arrange myself as if not really 
waiting?  Watch telly? Is this blouse really a good idea?  Run to 
bedroom, throw open cupboard, scan its meagre contents in a panic. 
What about the black tunic? The old standby? Rip off jacket and 
blouse, pull tunic over head and rush to the bathroom mirror, 
jumping up and down to try and get a full length view. 

Get a view. 

Rush back into the bedroom, pulling the tunic over my head, 
smudging my make up and electrifying my hair. Grab blouse, do up 
buttons.  Undo buttons. Do up buttons again, this time so they are in 
the right buttonholes. Pull on jacket.  Back to bathroom to survey 
damage. Repair damage. Start breathing again. 
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Dare to look at my watch.  He’s late.  Maybe he’s changed his 
mind. Thank God I suggested he pick me up here.  Wouldn’t it have 
been awful to have been stood up at the restaurant? I can just 
imagine it. Everyone staring at me, knowing. Whispering to each 
other, feeling sorry for the mutton dressed as mutton, sitting all on 
her own, stood up, jilted, tossed aside like the tough old outer leaves 
of a cabbage. Feeling sorry but secretly smug in their coupleness.  

Oh well, never mind.  At least I’m home. I can make myself a 
little something, open a bottle, watch telly. No real harm done.  I 
expect he’ll call tomorrow and tell a little lie, and that will be the end 
of it. I can’t say I’m surprised.  I’m hardly catch of the day.  More a 
piece of battered cod, well past its sell by. 

I might as well have a glass of that wine I bought for the 
occasion. Special offer. The sign in the shop said ‘a delicately 
fragranced white wine from the little known southern slopes of the 
Atlas mountains. Ideal for serving as an aperitif or with fish’.  Yup, 
perfect. 

I treat myself to a nice large glass.   

I’m no connoisseur, but it doesn’t make my eyes water, which is 
a good enough test for me. 

Now, what’s on the telly tonight? 

That’s the doorbell again. If bloody Angela’s come back….. 

But it’s not bloody Angela. It’s him.  And he’s standing there, 
panting, holding flowers rather awkwardly, looking sweaty and 
ruffled. His mouth is open, ready to speak. 

“Frances, I’m so sorry I’m late.  I lost the piece of paper with 
your address and number on it and I only found it 15 minutes ago.  I 
ran here.” 

“You poor thing, you must be exhausted.  Come in.” 

I move back from the doorway and let the big man shamble in.  
He looks around the little room. 

“Lovely place” he says to me, warm smile, kind eyes.   

“Are they for me?”  



5 
 

“Yes, sorry, not much I’m afraid.” 

“No, no, they’re beautiful. Thank you. I’ll just put them in some 
water. Would you like a glass of wine before we go?” 

He looks startled.   

“Er, are you having one?” 

“Yes, I’ve got one on the go in the kitchen, but I can leave it if 
you’d rather get going.” 

“No, no, that would be nice, thank you. Just a small glass.”   

He seems to take up the whole room. 

“Do sit down, Bill.” 

He looks at the small patterned sofa and the old armchair 
arranged so compactly around the pine coffee table. Every seat 
conveniently pointing at the telly. He makes his choice carefully 
before squeezing between the table and the sofa and slowly 
lowering himself into a crouching position.   

Back in the kitchen, I put the flowers in the sink, grab my glass 
and take a big swig. My hands are shaking as I pour out another for 
him and top mine up.  

Deep breath, Fanny. Don’t burst the buttons. Now, steady hands 
as you sweep gracefully across the two square feet of worn green 
carpet between the kitchen door and the edge of the sofa. 

Smile and place the glass down on the coffee table. 

“There we are.  Cheers.  Here’s to a lovely evening.” 

Bill reaches out a paw for his glass and lifts it.  He looks up at me, 
terrified. 

“Cheers.  I hope you like where we’re going.  It’s not fancy or 
anything, just a good Chinese I know.” 

“It sounds perfect, I love Chinese.” 

“Oh good.” 

“So ….  er interesting, I think, Chinese food.” 

“Yes, I like it.” 
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“I love those prawn things they do.” 

“Prawn crackers?” 

“No, the battered ones, butterfly prawns, I think.” 

“Oh yes, they’re very nice.” 

“And the seaweed.” 

“Yes, that’s good too.” 

“It’s not seaweed, you know.” 

“No?” 

“No, it’s cabbage, deep fried cabbage.” 

“Oh, right, that’s interesting.” 

What the hell are you talking about, Fanny? He’s going to think 
you’re completely brainless. Think of something more interesting to 
talk about. 

“How’s the wine?  It’s from the Atlas mountains you know.  Have 
you ever been there?”   

He looks embarrassed. 

“No, I’m afraid to say I haven’t.  Are they worth visiting?” 

“I don’t know.  Probably.  Even if it’s only for the wine, eh?”  I 
laugh at my hilarious repartee. 

Bill puts his glass down, stands up and looks at me. 

“Frances, I just wanted to say.  I was made up when you said 
you’d go out with me tonight.  I think you’re wonderful.  It’s just, you 
seem a bit uneasy.  If you’d rather call it off, I’ll go.  I’d understand.  
I’m a bit long in the tooth for courting.” 

He stands there, sweetly, melting my heart.  Like he’s been 
melting it for years.  I feel a great swell of something surge over me 
and all the jangling stops. 

The room is quiet. 

I reach out my hand to him. 

“Let’s go, Bill.  I can hear prawns calling.” 
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