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Lawton, Oklahoma

Pulling into a parking space, Rachel parked her car, rummaged through the backseat, grabbed her backpack and made her way up the stairs that led to her apartment. Going inside, she tossed her things down onto the couch and made a beeline for the bathroom. She got there, flipped on the light and fan and immediately reached into the shower and turned the water on as hot as she could get it to go. It wasn’t until she saw herself stripping in the mirror that Rachel paused and took stock of what had gone on that morning.

After coffee with Louis, which had turned out to be a fairly boring lecture of string theory and redline equations, Rachel had excused herself and made for her car. She felt bad not giving Louis more attention than he really deserved but she just didn’t have time right now. She knew that he wasn’t so dense as to not realize that she didn’t have the same feelings for him as he did for her but nonetheless he still helped her when he could and had always been nothing but the nicest to her. She did pay the favors back occasionally, in small lunches and walks through the school but nothing had as of yet come close to the blind adoration he paid Rachel.

“One of these days I’m going to have to sit him down and tell him that I’m just really not interested. If he wants to be that friendly with me afterwards, then I guess that’s on him.”

Peeling off her clothes, Rachel stopped and took a moment to look at herself in the mirror. The image that looked back at her was one that still surprised her. 

Having spent her developmental years with her nose buried in textbooks, Rachel has paid little attention to what was going on around her, at least from a social perspective. While all of her female peers were becoming more and more aware that they were making the transition from girls to women, the fact passed Rachel by with scarcely more than a thought. She had her first period at the late age of 16 and had approached it from a very business like mindset. She had sat down with her mother, they had talked about it, she went to Wal-Mart and bought what she needed to and that had been the end of it. Bras had been something else that had come with little ceremony for Rachel.

She had been in her room reading one day when her mother had walked in with a plastic bag. She had pulled out a training bra for Rachel and laid it on the bed next to her. Looking at her daughter, she had asked,

“You know what this is right?”

Rachel had looked at the thing for a second, sat up and laid her book down next to her leg. Pulling her shirt off, she had put the bra on with very little trouble and when she was done, laid back down and looked up at her mom.

Tamara Hunter had looked at her daughter with obvious shock on her face.

“Where did you learn to do that?”

Rachel had looked up at her with a puzzled expression on her face,

“Mom…. I’ve watched you put them on many times…it’s not that hard.”

After that, her mom collected her wits and had left the room. Nothing else needed to be said it seemed. It had not been long after that she had needed a new bra as the training bra had quickly become far too tight. Rachel’s body had grown and changed and as far as she had been concerned, it was nothing more than an annoyance. While all of her friends were giggling and passing notes to each other about how some boy or another had been looking at them and their increasingly tighter shirts, Rachel had decided that baggy clothes and sweat pants would rule the day. Tying her hair back, wearing thick glasses and no makeup had insured that members of the opposite sex left her alone.

Despite her best efforts though, nature took its course and Rachel had changed. At the age of 15 she was a short rail thin girl with stringy brown hair, thick glasses, freckles and slightly uneven teeth. However, her hair had thickened and a hint of curl had come into it. Her glasses were later changed into contacts and two years of braces had fixed her teeth. Her height had not changed but thanks to the deepening curves at either end of her torso, that had quickly gone from something negative to a huge plus. She didn’t know when the exact day was that she had made the change from short to petite but it happened. Even her freckles had faded and now, with a bit of makeup she could cover them completely.

The moment that she realized that she had become a woman truly and an attractive one at that was the day she had to give a speech to her graduating class. As valedictorian, she had been expected to give a motivational and commencement speech at the scholarships and awards ceremony the day before graduation. Rachel had planned to give the speech dressed in some kind of business orientated attire, a skirt and blouse perhaps. When she had met with the events coordinator for the school however and had been informed that she needed to wear a dress, Rachel had frozen. The last time she could remember wearing a dress had been at her cousins wedding…12 years prior.

She had done as tradition required though and had gone out that night to find a dress that fit her. They had found one, a backless black affair that clung to her in a way that was attractive enough to be sexy, yet refined enough to be appropriate. She and her mother had gotten up early the next morning and had done her hair and makeup. Her mother had fussed over her like an old hen, pulling here, fluffing there and complaining about Rachel’s makeup job the entire time.

“Rachel, you rouge is uneven.” 

“MOTHER…I’M 18…. GET AWAY!!”

They had swatted at each other playfully the whole time, neither ever becoming truly irritated. In the end, they had managed through getting Rachel ready. She had gone to school that day with her face done and normal clothes on and noticed a change in the people around her. More boys seemed to be looking her way than ever before. She could remember blushing and not knowing why. When the time for the assembly had come, she had changed in a stage room in the back of the auditorium. When she was done, she had stepped out in front of a full-length mirror that ran the wall of the changing room. What she saw took her breath away.

Standing in front of her was a woman…. a beautiful woman at that. The person she was looking at didn’t have stringy brown hair but a waterfall of thick chestnut colored hair that ran in a twisting braid down her back. Her eyes, once hidden by thick glasses, now stood out like twin emeralds set into her face. Her teeth that had been uneven and strange, now stood even and straight and when she smiled, they glistened in the light, white as pearl. Her freckles were only slightly visible and only added character to a face that was a strange mixing of the best of her mother and father.

Backing up, she got a better look at her body and much to her surprise; she found she no longer recognized it. At some point in her life, her body had come to look much like that of an hourglass and Rachel turned even redder when she looked at her chest. As her breasts had developed, she knew they were getting bigger but she had never paid any particular attention to them. They were there and that was the end of it. Now though, they had a different look to them. The large swell of flesh that pushed at the top of her dress seemed an alien thing to her, as did the curves at her hips. Turning, she found she liked the view from behind as well.

“Damn…I have an ASS!”

Rachel’s back, a smooth and supple slope, ended with an ample behind that took her by surprise. Smooth and well-shaped legs left the dress and ended in what ended up being a very nice package. Walking out onto that stage had been one of the most satisfying moments of Rachel’s life. It was made even more satisying when she heard someone in the audience mutter,

“Who the hell is she?”

“Dude…that’s Rachel Hunter. She's the valedictorian remember?”

“THAT’S RACHEL HUNTER!? Wow…talk about a diamond in the rough.”

She had given her speech, nothing more than the usual garbage about the places that they would go, the things that they would do and so on. The crowning point of the morning however, had been when the ceremony was over and she saw the throng of males waiting for her outside the auditorium. She was not looking forward to making her way through them all, despite the attention when she saw one man in particular at the back of the hallway and her heart took a leap. Running through the crowd, she jumped into his arms,

"DADDY!!”

He had lifted her off the ground into a big hug and congratulated her on the plethora of scholarships she had been awarded.

“Good job sweetie, I’m so proud of you.”

Rachel’s father was not a small man and when all of her male peers realized who he was, they backed off in due accord. The fact that as Rachel was hugging him, he had looked up and shot them all one of the most malicious looks in the world, the look a father protecting his daughter, probably aided in their decision to retreat. It had not been until later, when her mother, who had seen what Mr. Hunter had done, had informed her of what had happened that Rachel had slapped him on the arm and called him a jerk. No look could stop what had been sent in motion that day though and in short order; Rachel had become one of the most popular girls in the school. Phone numbers, e-mail addresses, invites to movies and dinner had come swarming her way and Rachel basked in the attention.

Later that summer though, Rachel had gone off to college and away from everyone that knew her. She was smart enough to realize that there would be plenty of time for love after school, so Rachel had reburied herself in her studies. Occasionally though, she would put on some makeup, do her hair and dress well enough to make people noticed. She had gone on a couple of dates throughout college but nothing had come of them. Dinner and a movie was often the way the evening went and when it ended, she left them on her doorstep with a kiss on the cheek and a heartfelt thank you. She had no time for a relationship and none of them had interested her that much. She still stayed in contact with many of her dates and had made some good friends out of them but nothing more.

Shaking herself out of her thoughts, Rachel realized that the mirror was beginning to fog up. She finished undressing and got in. The water was the right temperature and felt good on her stiff shoulders. Teiu Academy did not follow the same academic year as most schools and her most recent term had begun in June, not August. Midterms were coming up and she had Chandling’s class on her mind. The man was infamous for giving difficult tests in a subject that was difficult anyway. On top of that, the he did not allow for any kind of interpretation of the source material and he did not encourage independent thinking or theorizing. 

To Rachel, quantum theory was something that needed to be discussed among a group of people with different perspectives. As the subject breached into many other concepts, including mathematics, traditional physics, biology, chemistry and even theology and philosophy, it was something that on a fundamental level different people reacted to in different ways. Since the ultimate goal of the men and woman pioneering the field was to find the “UTOE” or Universal Theory of Everything, a single unifying equation that could explain the creation and existence of the universe but also WHY the universe was in fact created and did in fact exist, it affected people on a very personal level. Rachel had seen this made very clear the second week of class. 

Chandling was an avid atheist and to him the universe was nothing more than a set of equations and laws that needed to be balanced and formulated. Life was chance and you might as well enjoy it while you’re here. Rachel had no religious conviction one way or the other to this statement, as faith was always something she had avoided and worried about later. However a young woman who was sitting next to her and who was every bit as intelligent as Rachel and as it turned out a very faithful Christian had raised her hand and pointed out to Chandling that some of the most famous quantum physicists of our time, Hawking and Einstein among them, had admitted that their work had a massive amount of gray area in it and that even they still have very little idea of what is actually going on in the universe.

Chandling however, had not taken kindly to this infringement of his lecture and had blasted the girl with an oratory of equations and theorems that had not yet been covered and told her to keep her mouth shut and listen. The young woman had left in tears and had dropped the class the next day. Rachel’s dislike for the man had increased greatly that day and had not improved since. 

Trying to push Chandling out of her mind, Rachel raised her head and allowed the steaming water to run down her face and front. Reaching for the shampoo, she washed her hair and conditioned it. The process was no small feat, given the length of her hair, which ran down the small of her back but once she was done, she squeezed some gel soap onto a sponge and began to wash her body. She started thinking about what else it was that she had to get accomplished that day. There was a report due in another class but she was almost done with that and would finish it later that night. She didn’t work that day so it seemed like she had the rest of the day to herself.

Finishing her shower, Rachel toweled off and combed out her hair. Wrapping her towel around herself, she opened the bathroom door and walked across the hall to her bedroom. The cool air licked at her skin and hastened her pace. Throwing her towel on the bed, she opened a dresser drawer and contemplated which pair of underwear to put on. 

“What the hell, I need to go to the mall anyway, might as well look the part.”

She chose a skimpy black lace thong and an associated bra that she had bought recently. A pair of tight khaki caprice and simple black blouse finished off the affair. She braided her hair and let if fall behind her. A gold necklace, little more than a simple chain and a pair of gold ear rings were all the jewelry she allowed herself and the simple elegance of it pleased her. She did her makeup and by 1:30 she was ready to go. Stopping and looking at herself in the mirror, she smiled and twirled on one foot, getting a better look at herself. Bending over, she was pleased to see that he shirt allowed for some cleavage but not too much. She looked at her face, winked one eye and smiled,

“You still got the looks girl. They haven’t beaten that out of you.”

Turning back to her bed and picking up her towel to put it back in the bathroom, she stopped to insure that her parrot had food and water. Aoi was sleeping peacefully on a small log that hung from the roof of the cage, head buried in her left wing. Rachel smiled and thought about how he had come by her sleeping companion. Having contemplated getting a pet before to keep her company, it had been in the back of her mind one day when she had gone to a garage sale an elderly woman down the block was having. Parading through her things, Rachel had seen the cage and bird resting off near the back of the garage.

“Excuse me…maam. How much for the bird?”

The woman had squinted at Rachel, as if taking stock of her. She was elderly that much was to be certain. Time and osteoporosis had hunched her over and made her walk with the aid of a cane. White hair was tied into a bun at the top of her head. Asian in descent, it looks like she had probably been a very pretty women once. Time though, changed everything. I wonder if I will look like her…I hope not, Rachel though as she looked at the woman. Immediately though, she regretted ever thinking something like and felt herself flush in shame.

The woman, as if sensing what Rachel was thinking, smiled knowingly to herself and nodded her head towards to bird’s cage.

“For a pretty young woman like yourself…$20.”

Rachel was dumbstruck at the price. She had seen parrots in pet stores and she knew they sold for thousands of dollars.

“$20…maam, there’s no way. I can’t take it for that much.”

“Don’t worry about it. She’s my bird, I can set the price as I so choose. Her name is Aoi, thanks to her color. I’m Japanese and aoi means blue in my native tongue.”

Indeed the name was fitting. The bird was covered in a rich coating of deep blue, save for the head, which had mottled yellow spots on it. Overall, it was a gorgeous animal and definitely would do for a college student’s apartment pet. Small, relatively easy to maintain and not very long living. Or so Rachel had thought. As she was putting the bird in her car, she had asked the woman how long she had owned the bird.

Scratching her head, the woman had thought for a moment. She squinted her eyes when she did so but when she opened them again, Rachel swore she saw mischief playing its way in those dark pools.

“Oh…I’ve had her for about 27 years now…. give or take a year.”

Rachel sat there dumbstruck. 

“27 years…HOW LONG DO THEY LIVE?”

“Oh…that breed, if they remain healthy they can live upwards of 80-85 years, longer sometimes. She’s got at least a good 60 years left in her I think.” With that, she had begun to walk away.

As Rachel had stood there for a moment with her mouth gaping, calculating how old she would be when this bird died, she saw the woman look over her shoulder and smile,

“Cheap parrot: $20. 

New pair of clothes to impress the boys: $100. 

New set of lingerie to impress the boys further: $150. 

Trading your looks for the wisdom to be able to read people and teach them lifelong lessons: Priceless

Rachel realized that she was standing there with her mouth gaping open. The 

crone had not only known exactly what it was that she had been thinking but she also decided to make teach her a lesson about it. Driving home that day, Rachel knew that the moral probably should have been something about “Looks are not everything” or “With age comes wisdom” and quite possibly “Don’t take for granted what you have now, it won’t last’. Unfortunately, the only thing that she had been able to glean from the entire transaction was, “Don’t screw with old people.”

In the end though, it had all worked out for the best. Aoi had turned out to be a good friend and companion, which was exactly what Rachel had needed some nights when she was studying. She would occasionally let the bird out of its cage and often, when she did, it would flap and jump its way over to her, climb up her and rest on her shoulder, eventually falling asleep. The soft whistling noise that she had come to understand was the avian equivalent of snoring came to be a reassuring and almost relaxing part of her study sessions. Also, birdseed and fruit, which were the main parts of Aoi’s diet, were cheap enough and her cage was relatively easy to clean. Even now, she felt that old woman had done far more for her that day than just teach her a lesson.

When she was satisfied that Aoi was taken care of, Rachel made her way to the living room, put her shoes on and took a last look at her apartment, ensuring that all was in order. Her apartment was a modest affair; large enough to suit her needs, yet small enough to be financially and domestically practical. The living room was spacious enough to house a couch, entertainment center and bookshelf. She had her T.V, a modest hand-me down 52” LCD flat panel against one wall. It was a hand-me down from one of her friends but for $300, she could not complain. Her computer was sitting adjacent to the electronics and it served her purposes for report writing and Internet surfing. When she felt like relaxing and acting like a kid, she would sometimes play her Playstation X3, again a hand-me down from a friend.

A small kitchenette, bathroom with a stall shower and a bedroom with a walk-in closet finished off her apartment and considering that she paid less to live in the apartment that she would to live in the campus dorms it worked out well with her. The dorm rooms were posh and well furnished, that much was to be sure. The massive dormitory block of Teiu was one if it’s proudest areas, reminding her more of a five star hotel at times than a college dormitory. The only part of the schools domestic facilities that she used were the decadent baths and that was only occasionally, when she felt like she deserved a treat.

Walking out of the apartment, she turned and locked the door, then made her way down the stairs and out into the parking lot. It had turned out to be a nice day, or at least Rachel though so. Grey clouds filled the sky, threatening rain but as of yet, the heavens had not let go. It was warm outside, not hot but warm enough to be comfortable and humid enough to really feel it. It was dark too; darker than it probably should have been this early in the day but all it did was lend character to the impending storm. A wind was blowing from the west, keeping the air fresh and making the world feel alive and moving.

Rachel got into her car, a green 2030 Honda Civic that she had bought used when she had arrived here. When she had moved to Lawton to attend Teiu, it had become blatantly clear to her that she needed an automobile to function in daily life. The running back and forth between school, the library, work and home had made it difficult to coordinate a bus schedule and taxi’s got expensive quick. Riding a bicycle was out of the question as well, as during the winter it got blisteringly cold and she had no intention of catching pneumonia on her way to work. Fortunately, thanks to the soldiers at the nearby military base, the restaurant business in Teiu was a lucrative one and come and the first and fifteenth of every month, the Red Lobster she worked at would boom. She had come away some nights with two or three hundred dollars in tips and that alone would make her car payment and insurance. Often times those tips also came with slips of paper that had phone numbers on them and she had made it a rule to leave those on the table for the bus boys to clear off.

Making her way to the mall, Rachel parked, made we way inside and decided which store she was going to try to make it to first. She decided to make the bookstore her first stop and was in mid transit when she heard a voice behind her,

“Rachel….. RACHEL!!”

Turning Rachel looked through the crowd to see who it was. Immediately she saw the almost unnaturally tall girl who was heading her way. Vanessa Michaels was one of the first friends Rachel had made upon her arrival to Teiu. It had been her first day at Teiu, her first class in fact and Rachel had been sitting in the back of the class, talking to no one. All new students were made to take an introductory course into the history of Teiu, which seemed strange to Rachel but it was free as part of enrollment so she did not complain. It had not been her intention to be unsociable; she simply hadn’t known anyone and it was not in her nature to randomly introduce herself to people. She was waiting for the lesson to begin, when girl walked over and said,

“Hi, I’m Vanessa. Your new here aren’t you?”

Looking up, Rachel had to stop for a moment and take a look at this young woman. Vanessa was easily 6’2” and therefore towered over the other females at Teiu and a good percentage of the men as well. Long blond hair, pale skin and pale blue eyes were the crowning points of her face, along with perfect, snowy white teeth. A tall, lithe and well-toned body was easily evident through the t-shirt and gym shorts she was wearing. She wasn’t nearly as curvy as Rachel but was still highly attractive in a different way. 

“Yeah, just got here. I’m Rachel.”

They shook and Vanessa took a seat next to Rachel.

“So what grade are you?” 

“I’m actually in the graduate school. I just recently got my B.S in mathematics and I’m pursuing my masters now.”

Vanessa’s eyes had gone wide at that.

“Wow…. I guess your pretty smart then huh?”

Rachel felt herself blush and tried to come up with a tactful way of responding. She knew she was bright but it would not do due flaunt the fact to people she had just met.

“I’m….motivated more than anything. What’s grade are you?”

Vanessa reached into her notebook, pulled out a sheet of paper and handed it to Rachel.

“This is my first semester of college. I graduated from high school last year and was accepted here on a basketball scholarship.

Rachel looked down at the paper and recognized the list of classes that were common among freshman. English composition I, college algebra and United States History were among the list of classes the girl was taking. Also at the bottom of the schedule was a 4-hour block set aside for basketball practice after she was done with class. Rachel handed the schedule back to Vanessa.

“So you must be pretty good at basketball to be on a full scholarship?”

Vanessa blushed,

“Yeah, I made the all nation team this year in the high school division. I was voted second most valuable female player as well. I’ve been playing basketball since I was little and it’s pretty much the entire reason I’m able to go to college. I’m not really all that smart, so I work with what I have.”

The tall girl looked forlorn for a moment and then as if somebody had thrown a switch, she brightened back up and looked at Rachel with a smile on her face.

“All right, fair is far, I showed you my schedule, let’s see yours.”

Rachel hesitated for a moment but decided fair was indeed fair. Reaching into her notebook, she pulled out a folded piece of paper and handed it to Vanessa. As the girl scrolled down her schedule her eyes got wider and wider at the list of classes Rachel was taking. Quantum Mechanics, Honors Calculus IV and a smattering of other math and advanced science courses were her list for this semester and it was obvious to Rachel that Vanessa was not only impressed with the list but probably had no idea what half of the classes were anyway.

Handing the paper back to Rachel, Vanessa looked at her and smiled,

“Well, I guessed right, you are really smart. I guess if I need help with school, I’ll come and ask you.”

That had turned out be the basis of Rachel and Vanessa’s friendship and it blossomed from there. Vanessa would bring her homework to Rachel when she needed help and Rachel would help her through it. Vanessa, it turned out, was one of the most bubbly and happily sociable people Rachel had ever known. She would take Rachel to the mall, school functions and anything else to get Rachel out of her house and homework. They played off each other well and the dynamic had made for a lasting relationship.

Vanessa caught up to her and looked down at her friend.

“What are you doing here?”

Rachel looked back up at her friend. Given that Rachel was all of 5’0’ and Vanessa 6’2” Rachel had always felt dwarfed next to her friend.

“Oh, I was just going to do some shopping and look around. I don’t have to work today so I’m just killing time.”

Vanessa moved next to her friend and took her by the arm.

“Good, there’s someone I want you to meet.” 

With that she pulled on Rachel and they started walking towards the food court.

“Vanessa, I need to go the bookstore. Who are you taking me to meet anyway?”

A sly grin covered her friends face.

“Oh….no on, you’ll see.”

Rachel tried to stop and pull herself out of Vanessa’s grip but that taller girl was much stronger than Rachel.

“Oh no, I swear Vanessa, if this is another guy you think I need to meet, I’ll never help you with your algebra again.”

Vanessa was completely different from Rachel in one very important aspect. The girl was a flirt and made it a sport to see how many guys she could get to see her in a day. Given her height and looks, it was hardly a challenge and at any given time, Rachel would see the girl surrounded by a squad of soldiers or college students. At some point, Vanessa had decided that it was in Rachel’s best interest to go on dates and try to meet new men, something that was definitely not on Rachel’s list of priorities.

The grin on Vanessa’s face got wider as she dragged her petite friend.

“Now would I do something like that?”

Rachel tugged harder to no avail.

“Yeah…that’s exactly like something you would do. Now let go of me. Vanessa……..VANESSA………..”
