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Foxes & Bunnies

by Jessica Matthews

“We need a family conference,” Mother’s text an-
nounced. “Please make sure you’re both at dinner on
Sunday. Don”t invite anyone.”

It sounded serious. Howard wondered what was
going to be said. His sister, Laurel, had won a place in
college to study to be a dentist. This was her lilfe’s am-
bition, and she was stru§ghng to work out how she
could afford the tuition fees and all the equipment
she would have to buy.

He knew that all the courses she would have to
take would cost far more than the maximum student
loans she could get, and even with the bursaries
available, things seemed impossible. The training
was long and arduous; she wouldn’t be able to earn
anywhere near enough to bridge the gap, especially
with the cost of accommodation on campus.

“I’'m never going to be able to fund it all,” she stated
as they sat in their yard after mother”s dinner. “I've
got_a bar job for the weekends, but all that’s going to

o is pay for living expenses.”

“Are you sure you can manage a job as well as
studying?” Mother asked.
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“There’s no choice,” Laurel replied. “It’s either that
or 1”1l have to give up on the idea of studying alto-
gether.”

“Don”t say that,” Howard replied. ‘I love it that
ou’re so determined to get there. I really admire you
or it.”

“That’s really kind,” Mother said. “I'm so pleased
that you two get on with each other so well. It’s not
been easy getting you through school on my own, but
you both make me proud.”

“She’s the brains of the family though.” Howard
p}(l)inted at his sister. “I never had any ambition like
that.”

“Not everyone can be an academic,” Mother re-
plied. “You”re doing so well in the computer shop.”

“That’s easy,” Howard replied. “I can programme
and do tweaks like the best. It’s something I seem to
be able to do bﬁ_instinct, and it’s just the day job. I
don’t have anything to carry over into the weekends.”

“But you don’t do anything then.” Laurel butted
in. “When was the last time you went on a date or had
some fun?”

“l don’t need that stuff,” Howard said. “Girls are
too complicated anyway.”

“And computers are so simple?” Laurel jibed.

“They don’t get upset if you don’t notice they've
changed their hair,” Howard replied.

“You used to be dating a different girl every
month,” Laurel chided.

“I got fed up with meeting Miss Wrong all the time,”
Howard replied.

“Surely you could find someone steady. You're
%oung, slim and handsome, well-paid if lacking am-
ition, ma&/be not tall enough, but girls these days
don”t mind being the taller one in a couple. They get
to show off.”

“Have 1 any other faults you’d care to name?”
Howard hit back.
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“You could do something with your hair. It hangs
over your shoulders, so thick and glossy. It shouts
that i1t hasn’t seen a hairdresser in years,” Laurel
said. “And how about a moustache? They re fashion-
able in some circles.”

“l like my hair,” Howard almost shouted back.
“And you know I couldn’t grow a beard or a mous-
tache if I tried. I don’t seem fo have inherited the gene
for whiskers, unlike some of the girls round here.”

“I 2.

_ m sorry, Howard,” Laurel soothed. We're getting
into an argument for no reason.”

“I'm sorry too.” Howard held up his hand in a

llgeace sign. “The girls always want to change me.

hey want me to be someone else, like their friend’s
boyiriends. I'm not like that.”

“T wouldn’t take bets on it.” Laurel nodded mean-
ingfully with a wink.

Howard blushed. He’d not been dating. He didn’t
find that the girls he met excited him in that special
way. There was never a spark to take things further.

“So let’s get to the purpose of getting you both
here, and stop bickering.” Mother held up her hand
to silence them. “I want to propose that Laurel regis-
ters for her courses.”

“I'll second that,” Howard replied. I'll pagz mTy share
and whatever 1 can. Then she’ll know why I”"m not
dating. I won’t be able to afford it.”

“Stop being silly,” Mother interrupted. “We’re not
going back to bickering. This is serious.”

“But how do we pay for it all?” Laurel asked.

“l have extra hours working for Mr. Antrobus and
I've told him that I”m available through weekends
and for working away from home.” Mother said. “The
real estate business looked like it was quiet, but the
other side of the business in supplying serviced office
space has really taken off.”

“You've always resisted working the weekends and
being away from home.” Laurel took her mother”s
hand. “Are you sure it won”t be too much.”
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“I resisted because you kids needed me at home,
but now you need my help in another way.” Mother
looked from one to the other. “The extra money can
go to your fees.”

“Ill help all I can. I don’t mind not having a vibrant
social life. I wouldn’t know what to do anyway,”
Howard said. “You can count on me.”

~ “Can we make it?” Laurel asked. “It’s a big sacri-
fice for you both and I can’t say | don”t want it, but...”

“There are serviced offices all over the state and
beyond now,” Mother interrupted. “If they continue
to expand, I may get promotions. I'm excited to try.”

“If you’re doing that, I've the offer of some private
work too,” Howard said. “It”s not much, but I think I
can build it up. I'll chip in as much as 1 can too.”

“I don’t know what to say.” Laurel had tears in her
eyes. “Thank you both. I really love you, and I'll not
let you down. When I’'m a rich dentist with my own
practice, I'll look after both of you.”

“You don’t have to promise that, sis,” Howard re-
plied. “There’s nothing wrong with my teeth anyway.”

“That’s not what I meant. I want to help when I
can, and meantime I'll get some bar work to help
out.”

“No you won’t,” Mother interrupted. “If your
brother and I are going to be working so hard, you
have to study hard with no distractions. I don’t want
you to be too tired to succeed.”

3k kK kokk

“l never thought we’d make it, but we did,” Mother
confided to her son. “Laurel called me this morning
to say she”s passed her first set of exams.”

“That’s great.” Howard was as excited as she was.

“I only have to send her five hundred dollars and
then she can get her certificate to register for next se-
mester.”
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“I’'m cleaned out,” Howard said with a worried look
on his face.

“So am I.” Mother replied. “But we have a few days.
Something will turn up.”

“But we have to pay the advance on next year’s
fees soon.” Howard was scanning through some of
the papers in their accounts file.

“How long have we got?”

_“It says that half the fees have to be paid by the be-
ginning of the semester.”

“l have no idea how we’re going to do that, but we
must. Laurel’s done so well, and she’s got an intern-
ship with Advance Dental through the vacation.”
Mother tucked her hair back and looked seriously at
Howard. “We mustn’t let her know that we’re strug-

gling.”

“Okay Mom, I'll say nothing. I know she’s apPlied
for all kinds of grants and bursaries but even if she

wins them all, we”re still going to have to find a lot of
money.”

“And I don’t know if we can do it.”

_ “We’ll make it, Mom, have faith.” Howard looked
into the distance. “Something will turn up.”

“l hope so0.”

“I'll try and bring some work forward.” Howard
hoped that he could. In truth, he had nothing pend-
ing.

“I’ll ask Mr. Antrobus,” Mother said.

“You can’t ask him for money,” Howard replied.
“It’s not as if he’s family.”

“We don”t have family like other folks,” Mother
said. “I wasn’t going to ask him for money anyway. I
was going to ask if there was any work going for you.
He’s gt())t comtp))uters all over the office and [ heard him
grumbling about their network supplier.”

“That would be good,” Howard replied. “I can do
networks easily, unless he’s got remote sites that you
haven’t mentioned.”
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“I don’t know,” Mother replied. “I just use the office
network; I don’t really know what it is, or what it does
beyond my work on it, and we can access it wherever
we are.”

“When will you know?”

“I’ll ask tomorrow,”she said. “I’'m working through
the weekend. There’s a trade show, Mr. Antrobus is
taking a team. I'm the admin support person.”

3k kK kokk

“Mr. Antrobus has come up trumps. There’s a job
for you,” Mother announced at dinner a couple of
days later. “He wants you to go into the offices on a
Saturday evening when the network is not likely to be
useg, and you can work on Sunday as well if you
need to.”

“Did he say what he wanted me to do?” Howard
asked.

“Not really,” Mother replied. “He’s sending a speci-
fication sheet which the last contractors were asked
to sort out. It’s always had a few glitches, and they've
never been able to get rid of them.”

“I guess I might be able to do somethingf.
Howard”s forehead creased in a frown. “I don”t reall
kno(\izv how your network is supposed to be config-
ured.”

2»”

“I”d guess that will be in the information he”s
sending,” Mother stated the obvious.
“What’s he paying?”

“I didn’t discuss that. 1 guess it depends on what
you find and how long it takes you to deal with the
problem. The work stations freeze intermittently and
no one seems able to fix it.”

“It sounds like something I can fix, but I'm not re-
ﬁlly sure,” Howard replied. “I'm hoping it”s a system |
now.”

“But you’ll try?”
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“I'll try, Mom,” Howard replied. “I'll not make it any
worse, that’s for sure.”

“I have the office keys so 1”11 be able to let you in
and show you where things are kept.” Mother held up
a huge bunch of keys.

“That’s fine,” Howard said. “Can we go in early,
and then I can have a full day undisturbed. You
don”t have to stay once I”m there and you can lock
me in. Ill call you when I”m finished and you can
pick me up.”

“You’re a good boy, Howard,” Mother smiled. “I'm
sure you’re a great brother too. I'm really proud of
you for trying so hard.”

3k kK kokk

“You’re Howard?” The man seemed to creep into
the office whilst he was absorbed in the intricacies of
the network.

“Yes,” Howard said, shocked at the intrusion
whilst he was absorbed in his work.

He jumped to his feet in surprise and knocked his
notepad, pens and phone off the desk.

“I got it,” said the man.

He grabbed Howard”s laptop before it too fell to the
floor and placed it safely on the desk as Howard gath-
ered everything else.

“I'm sorry if I startled you, I'd forgotten anyone
would be here. You’re Howard, right?’

“Yes, I'm sorry if I'm not supposed to be here.”

“No, that’s fine. The fault is mine for startling you.
I'm Larry Antrobus.”

He held out his hand for Howard to shake, then
seemed to hold it a little longer than necessary as he
looked deeply into Howard”s eyes.

“I'm pleased you were able to look at the problem
for me,” he said as if snapping back to reality and
breaking his gaze.
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“l think I’'m finding the glitch,” Howard said,
launching into a technical explanation. “The drive
wasn’t configured...,”

~ He looked up to see that Mr. Antrobus wasn’t pay-
ing attention, but was looking him up and down.

“Your mother works for me,” Larry said, as if stuck
for something to say.

“She’s happy working here.” Howard stumbled
over his words. “We’re financing my sister through
dental college, so I was so happy to get this extra
work from you.”

“That must be really expensive.”

“It is, but we’re all contributir_lg, that’s why these
jobs count so much,” Howard said. “I’'m sorry it was-
n’t more complicated, and then I could have charged
you more.

“You could be too honest,” Mr. Antrobus laughed.
“I have no idea about these technical things. I pay
people to use them. Are you sure it’s fixed?

“l think so. I can’t make it freeze again today.”

“Fine, I'm hapé)y to take your word for it all. Send
me your bill and I'll see that it’s settled.” He held
Howard”s eye contact again, and looked him up and
down again.

“l think I'd rather wait a week or two and make
sure that the problem is fixed.” Howard blushed to be
under such sgrutinff. “l mean, I think I've found the
problem, but it really needs to run with all the users
are in work to make sure that it’s stable.”

_ “Come in a%‘ain next week and see if you can freeze
it again.” Mr. Antrobus sat and looked again at him.

“I really don”t need...” Howard wondered why Mr.
Antrobus was looking at him so keenly.

He ran his hand through his hair. The scrunchie
fell out, allowing his hair to fall loose around his
shoulders. He picked it up, gathered his hair, twisted
it and secured it in his usual low pony tail.

“Send your mother in with the first bill next week,
then when you come in again, you can send another
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bill.” Mr. Antrobus walked round the desk towards

the exit. “I'll leave you to finish off, and maybe I'll see
_01(1i next week. I’d like a personal report on what you
ind.”

3k kK kokk

“You didn’t tell me that you met Mr. Antrobus.”
Howard sat across the table from his mother as she
served dinner later in the week. “I don’t know what
you did, but you really impressed him. He asked me
to let him know when you’d be in the office again. The
computers seem to be working okay, but they’re a bit
slow at times.”

“Ill go in on Saturday afternoon after the computer
shop closes if that”s okay,” Howard replied. “I'll take
my test rigs and I've got a programme to run that
might show up any errors in your system.”

“How long will that take?”

“It depends on what I find,” Howard said. “If
there’s anything to do, I'll work through the night and
get it sorted.”

Howard gathered his laptop on Saturday after-
noon and unplu%z{ged his outboard hard drive from
the workstation he had been using at work. He’d
downloaded all kinds of software to have ready for
the afternoon’s work

Using his mother’s keys, he let himself into the of-
fices and soon became immersed in his work. It was
both hot and dusty around the huge servers as
Howard checked physical pathways as well as elec-
tronic ones. By evening, he could smell himself. His
once %lean shirt and trousers were grubby and
creased.

He loosened his hair and ran his hands through it,
feeling the unpleasant sweat at his scalp and the
nape of his neck. It was at that moment that Mr.
Antrobus arrived, looking dapper and fresh.

“You startled me,” Howard stuttered. “I'm sorry...
dirty work at the back of the server cabinet...”
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“Hey, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Mr. Antrobus
replied. “I saw the lights as [ drove past and thought
I’d look in on you.”

“I’m working real hard,” Howard explained.

“l wasn’t checking up on you.” Mr. Antrobus stood
back and looked at him, then he reached out and
touched Howard”s hair.

“If you get cleaned up, I’d like to take you to dinner
to say thanks,” he said.

“There’s no need..,”

“Id like to. You’d be doing me a big favour too.” Mr.
Antrobus held his eyes. “I got stood up, and I don’t
like to eat alone.”

“You could always order in,” Howard stammered.

“It’s Saturda evenir(lig.” Mr. Antrobus put his arm
round Howard”s shoulder and stepEed a few paces to
the office window. “Look out here. Lots of people are
out there, all with somewhere to go, and somewhere
to have fun. It’s not something to do on your own.”

“I don’t know. I should be working.”

“You don”t have to clock off. Call it your supper
break if you like.”

“I’'m not dressed.”

“It doesn’t matter. You can shower in my private
bathroom, and I”1l lend you some clothes. I always
keep something in the office.”

“Okay,” said Howard. “If you’re sure.”

“Im sure.” Mr. Antrobus took him by the hand and
ulled him through the office to a door which he un-
ocked with a key from_ his pocket. “There’s every-
thing you need in there,” he said, indicating another
door. “If you throw your clothes out, I'll check the
sizes and see what I have here.”

It all happened so fast. One minute Howard was
thinking how he could get out of this, the next he was
undressing in a modern shower room, throwing his
clothes through the door.

Page - 10



RELUCTANT PRESS

“These must have cost a fortune,” he muttered as
he looked at the array of toiletries arranged in the
cabinet. “I recognise some of these names from Lau-
ﬁeltis magazines, but I bet even she never saw them

efore.”

He took an array of bottles into the shower stall
with him. Seeing a razor on the shelf, he took that
with some shaving foam too. He didn’t need to shave
much, but the opportunity to do so with the very best
products was too much to resist.

“This feels good,” he said to himself as he stood
under the shower, allowing warm water to fall all over
him like gentle warm rain. A soft perfume seemed to
come with the water, calming and relaxing him, as he
watched the last of the bubbles swirling away.

“This towel is huge,” Howard thought as he
quickly dried himself and then wra%ped it round his
waist. “It’s too long as well,” he laughed as he tripped
over the ends and re-wrapped it just under his arms.

He lost track of time when he noticed a hair drier
on a shelf beside a mirror which remarkably re-
mained clear of steam. He opened a drawer and
found a hairbrush. He looked at it, pulled away a few
long dark hairs which clung to the bristles and then
brlﬁsl'(lied gently through his hair. It tangled and
pulled.

He looked again through the cosmetics and found
something which said it left hair soft and free. He ap-
plied it liberally and began again to pull the brush
tgrough }lilis hair. It fell softly and untangled itself to
the touch.

He aimed the drier and, remembering his mother
and sister, began to pull the brush through his hair
as he dried it. It was quite mesmerising, watching the
damp lank locks become smooth and shiny. Fin-
ished, he shook his head from left to right, feeling the
hair swing and brush across his shoulders as he did
SO.
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3k kK kokk

He quite forgot where he was until there was a
knock on the door.

“Try these.” He opened the door slightly, quite
self-consciously, and reached out an arm. He tried to
hide the towel wrapped around him but was sure
that Mr. Antrobus saw it as he took the clothes from
him and retreated into the dressing room again.

“These are way too big.” Howard knew at once that
the clothes would smother him. “I’d look a clown if
dressed in these.”

He opened the door and stood, wondering what to
do. He coughed to attract attention.

“I can’t wear these,” he said when Mr. Antrobus re-
turned. “They’re way too big. I’'d better get my own
stuff back and forgpt about dinner. I could do with
my own shorts too.”

~ “No, I can™t allow that, we’re doing dinner, I prom-
ised,” Mr. Antrobus replied quite forcefully.

“It was only an offer, not a promise,” Howard re-
plied. “It’s not something you have to do.”

“No, I insist. I'll find something. Stay there.”

Howard stood, painfully aware that he had no al-
ternative but to stay there, dressed as he was in a
large towel and nothing else. He stood for a few mo-
ments, alone in a rather comfortable office, which
was clearly both office and lounge space.

Nothing hagpened. He walked into the room and
looked around, feeling a little more self-conscious.
There was no sign of his clothes anywhere. He
sighed. Reasoning that there was not much he could
do, he sat, sank down into one of the easy chairs and
leaned back.

“l found these.” Mr. Antrobus returned with some
clothes hangers held over his arm, and a pink hold-
all. He gave them to Howard who took them without
really looking at what he was given. He retreated
quickly to the dressing room.
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He looked through the holdall and found it to con-
tain underwear in soft material. He pulled it out and
was surprised to find a tangle of bra and panties,
stocking and garter belt. Some flat shoes with sling
backs fell out from the bottom.

“Oh no,” he gasped. “This can’t be real.”

He looked at the clothes on the hangers. There
W'?ﬁe black trousers and a black shirt which felt like
silk.

“That’s better,” He thought. “I can do without this
underwear.”

He tried on the trousers first. He pulled them up,
feeling their comfortable tightness across his thighs.
He groped for the fastener but there was none where
he expected to find it. Feeling round, he felt a zipper
on the side, with a button to fasten over his left hip.
The trousers rode low, below his waist. They were
1§11q1u over his hips and flared out as the fell towards

1s teet.

_They fit but there was an unsightly bulge between
his legs where the material was tight.

“What a mess,” he thought. “I'm sure Mr.
Antrobus means well, but what do I do?”

He thought of going out and demanding his own
clothes back and getting out of there. He wondered if
Mr. Antrobus was testing him or playing a game with
rules he didn’t understand.

He thought again. What if he did that? Would he
get paid? Was he throwm%vaway an oBiportumty to
earn and support Laurel? What about Mother’s job?
All these thoughts swirled round his head in an in-
stant. A cold sweat broke out. He looked at himself
again.

Suddenly thinking, he pulled off the trousers, and
selected the tightest panties he could find amidst the
lingerie from the holdall.

He pulled them up, and then the trousers again.
He fastened them and looked in the mirror. There
was still a bulge, but it was less unsightly, and less
prominent. He turned left and right and decided that

Page - 14



RELUCTANT PRESS

he could get away with it, if they went somewhere
that wasn’t too brightly lit.

He tried the shoes. They were a little on the big side
but then there was white flesh showing between the
black trousers and the black shoes. That looked
wrong even to Howard’s untutored eye. He took the
trousers off again.

“What am I doing this for?” he asked himself over
and over again. “I'm doing it because I”m afraid of
losing our jobs...” he paused. “It feels different. I
wonder what he’s playing at.”

He turned again to the lingerie from the bag. There
were no socks, only long black stockings. He knew at
once that these were the kind that required a garter
belt to hold them up, and he knew that there was one
somewhere in the tangle.

Remembering his schoolboy days with magazines
that they weren’t supposed to see in the playground,
he knew how they should be worn. He fastened the
belt, twisted it so that the fastener was at the rear,
and attached the four clasps to the tops of the black
stockings which he pulled up his legs.

He stopped there. “What am 1 doing?” he thought
again. “This was never planned.”

He stopped to clear his head. Surely Mr. Antrobus
must know what he”d been given. Maybe it really was
a test or part of a ]glan. Maybe it was only a step on
the way to dinner. He sighed and dressed again in the
trousers, fastened them, and stepped into the shoes
\ﬁz.h1%h now looked as if they belonged on the end of

is legs.

He ran his fingers through his hair and looked
once more into the mirror. It fell loosely and messily
as it dried.

“Maybe it looks better if I leave it loose,” he
thought. “From the waist down, I look reasonable.”

He took the black shirt from the hangar, and
looked at it again. It wasn’t a shirt with a button
front. It was something to pull over the head. He put
his arms into the sleeves and let the silky material
settle down his body. It had a scooped neck and fell
gently over his waist in a series of pleats. There was
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decoration across the chest, which really made it
clear that it wasn’t made for a man. The sleeves bil-
lowed out and swung loose and wide over his wrists.

He caug%ht a %limps_e of himself in the mirror.
“What am I doing? If I didn’t know me, I’d think I was
a flat-chested version of my sister, only less pretty.”

The thought ran through his mind as there was an
urgent knock on the door.

“Are you ready to go?” Mr. Antrobus called.

“Ready as I'll ever be,” Howard answered, and
stepped through the door. Mr. Antrobus stood a few
paces away, lookingf him up and down. “_.if you re-
ally want me to go Iike this?” Howard stood back to
give him the full view.

“Yes, of course,” Antrobus replied. “You scrub up
rather well.”

“I’'m not sure what you want, but I look like a boy
dressed up in his sister’s clothes.” Howard took a
deep breath. “Is this what you intended?”

“I have no idea what you mean,” Antrobus replied.

“Was it a test, do I pass?” Howard could feel a little
panic as he realised that Mr. Antrobus intended
them to go out. “I look wrong. They’ll laugh at us.”

“They will if you go round telling everyone that
you’re wearing your sister’s clothes.’

“These aren’t my sister”s clothes, and you know
what [ mean.” Howard s%ppresscd a feeling of anger.
He remembered the jobs depending on Mr. Antrobus.

“Well, you could do something to make yourself a
little less obvious.”

“And how do you propose I should do that?”
Howard snapped.

“Talk a little softer, use a bit of makeup, jewellery
maybe, and no one will ever think twice.’

“Look,” Howard started. “I'm not a girl. I'm not a
gkllly who dressed _uip like a girl, let alone one who does
the things that girls do on a date...”

“Who said this was a date?”

Page - 16



