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Rachel went to answer the door after the second of
her guests had knocked. Standing on the other side was her good
friend Julia, whom she hadn’t seen since the summer after high
school graduation. “Julia!” exclaimed Rachel.

“It’s been too long, Rache.” Julia bent down
and hugged her friend. At five-foot-eleven, Julia towered over most
of her friends from high school. “Who else is here?”

Rachel backed out of the embrace. “Why don’t
you come in and see for yourself? Here, I’ll take your bag.”

As Rachel walked away with Julia’s suitcase,
the statuesque blonde found her way into the living room. Sitting
on the sofa with her legs folded was Gwen, flipping through a
magazine. Gwen’s fashion sense hadn’t changed much since high
school: she wore an old pair of sandals, faded blue jeans, and a
paisley vest over a white tee shirt. The only noticeable change was
her brown hair, now cropped very short. “Gwen?” said Julia.

Gwen looked up, and upon seeing Julia, her
face brightened. In her lavender business suit, Julia was stunning.
A pair of matching pumps gave her a few unneeded extra inches and
served to make her smooth legs look even longer.

“Jules?” Gwen rose. “You look
wonderful!”

The two women approached each other, and
Gwen gave Julia a forceful squeeze. “I didn’t think you’d be
coming.”

It had been ten years since they had seen
each other, so Julia didn’t expect so much affection from Gwen.
Resting her chin on Gwen’s head, Julia sighed. “I missed the
five-year and regretted it, so I made a pact with myself not to
miss the ten-year.”

Gwen released Julia and said, “This is
wonderful! What have you been doing with yourself? You’re still in
advertising, right?”

“Yep.” Julia sat down and crossed her legs,
allowing the hem of her skirt to creep up her thigh an inch. Gwen
sat close beside her as Julia continued, “Just landed an account
with a major soft drink company. I really should be working all
weekend, but now that I’m a project manager, I’ve got a team of
people under me. They’re the ones who’ll be busy all weekend.”

“Congratulations! I got a promotion myself
at the music store. I’m finally an assistant manager.”

“That’s great, Gwen.”

“Retail sucks, but hey, it pays the rent
while I write stuff and play the occasional gig.”

“I’m sure you’ve got ten years worth of
songs now. I’d love to hear some. Any chance you brought your
guitar along?”

Gwen’s smile widened. “Of course I brought
it!” She threw her arms around Julia. “Jules, you’re the best!”

“My my. What a reunion,” said a voice from
the far end of the room.

Gwen knew to whom the voice belonged, so she
didn’t look, but Julia did. Standing there was a tall redhead in a
short, tight, spaghetti-strap little black dress. There was no way
anyone could not see this woman’s curves or ample bust, cleavage
clearly displayed.

“Hello, Cassandra.” Julia stood to remind
the approaching woman who was taller.

“Didn’t think you’d come. Thought you’d be
too busy for your friends.”

This was a reunion, thought Julia. It was
supposed to be a happy occasion. She wasn’t going to let
Cassandra’s contempt for her ruin the weekend. She didn’t even know
what her problem was. Before they departed for different colleges,
they had been inseparable best friends. Sure, the two of them had
drifted apart and into new cliques at college, but was that a
reason for Cassandra to be bitter?

“Cassandra, what have you been up to?”

“Same ol’ shit.” Cassandra sat back in a
chair. “Between jobs right now. And between men.”

“Nothing changes much,” snickered Gwen,
hoping to infuse some levity into the room.

Julia sat back down. Inside, she was
laughing. She was too tactful to say what Gwen had said, no matter
how much she was thinking the same thing.

“I put your bag in the guest room, Julia,”
said Rachel, entering the room. “That’s where you’ll be
staying.”

“Thanks, Rache,” said Julia. “Where’s Nick?
Is he around?”

“No. He took the girls to his mother’s for
the weekend.”

Cassandra said, “He didn’t want to be
exposed to all these women at once, eh Rache?”

Rachel giggled. “You’re absolutely right,
Cass. When I started making plans for all of you to stay here, he
started making plans to get away.”

“So he’s not going to the reunion tomorrow
night?” asked Gwen. “What a shame.”

“Remember, he went to North High instead,”
said Julia. “Not South with us.”

“I went with him to his reunion last month.”
Rachel sat in the free recliner. “I knew one or two of his football
buddies—the ones that come over for the Super Bowl every year—but
that was all. Everyone else was too preoccupied catching up with
each other, and I didn’t care enough to meet any of them.”

“Especially those North bitches,” added
Cassandra. “I’ll bet they all hate you because you married their
number one stud.”

“You’re probably right,” giggled Rachel.
“Anyway, so we made a deal. We won’t go to each other’s again.”

“Sounds fair to me,” said Gwen. “You’ll have
a better time with all of us anyway.”

“Yeah!” Julia nodded her head. “We can all
hang together, like in high school. And we can check everyone else
out and find out who’s bald now.”

“Or fat,” added Cassandra.

“Or openly gay,” said Gwen.

“Or pregnant.” Rachel laughed. “Just like
high school!”

“Speaking of pregnancy.” Julia turned to
Rachel. “I didn’t say this when I got to the door, but after having
two kids, Rache, you look great!”

Rachel smiled, showing her dimples. “You
think so?” She stood and put her hands on her stomach. “My tummy’s
not as flat as it used to be when I was cheerleading in high
school, but I’m happy.”

She was wearing a sleek pair of navy slacks
with a white blouse. Her curly black hair nicely framed her girlish
face. She looked more like a college student than a
twenty-eight-year-old mother of two.

“Do you have pictures of the girls?” asked
Julia. “How old are they now?”

“Jenny is nine, and Michelle is five.”
Rachel made her way to a table in the corner of the room where
there were some photographs of the girls.

Rachel had gotten pregnant with Jenny about
six months after graduation. Fortunately for her and Nick, their
parents had been supportive of the unplanned pregnancy. They got
married shortly after and lived in the basement apartment of
Rachel’s parents’ house while Nick went to community college.
Eventually, he had gotten a good job, and a few years later, they
bought their house.

“Here you go.” Rachel handed the photos to
Julia just as there was a knock at the door.

The three visitors looked at each other,
surveying the room trying to determine who was missing. “Who’s
that?” asked Gwen.

“Probably the final guest,” replied Rachel.
“Be right back.”

As soon as Rachel left the room, Julia
questioned, “The final guest? Who would that be?”

“It was always the four of us,” said Gwen.
“Right?”

“Yeah.” Cassandra put a hand to her mouth.
“You don’t think?”

“What?” Gwen and Julia asked in unison.

“That mousy little girl who lived next door
to Rachel. The geeky one. They were friends since grade school, and
Rache occasionally brought her along.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Gwen. “What was her
name?”

Before Julia could provide the desired
information, Rachel and another woman appeared in the room. “Hey
everyone,” said Rachel, one arm around her slightly shorter friend.
“Remember Emily?”

From their seats, the three women eyed Emily
up and down. She wore a frumpy beige sweater and a pale, floral
skirt, which almost touched the floor. Her sandy blonde hair was
straight and shoulder-length, and a pair of eyeglasses rested on
her face. “Hello, everyone,” she squeaked.

“Hello, Emily.” Julia stood and approached
the newcomer. “It’s been forever. How are you?”

“I...I’m fine, Julia.” Emily was craning her
neck looking up at Julia’s beautiful face. “I hear you’re
successful.”

Julia put a hand to her chest. “I get by,
thanks. What are you doing?”

“I...I’m a high school math teacher.”

“How noble of you,” muttered Cassandra.

Gwen reached over and slapped Cassandra’s
arm. “I’m sure you’re an excellent math teacher, Em!” Gwen stood
and put her hands on her hips. “She must have helped each and every
one of us in either Algebra or Trig or something.”

Rachel and Cassandra mumbled in agreement.
Julia smirked at Emily and cocked her head to the side. “Well, the
five of us together once again. How’d you manage this, Rache? Don’t
you have a reunion to set up?”

“I have to go by the hall mid-afternoon
tomorrow,” replied Rachel. “And Lindsay—the class Vice President,
remember?—volunteered to do most of the work, so tonight is
ours.”

“Hey!” Gwen jumped up. “We’re together, with
the house to ourselves. Let’s have a slumber party!”

Rachel giggled. “And, like, get into our
nighties and talk about boys?”

“Yeah!”

“Oh, that is so high-school!”
Cassandra rolled her eyes.

“Then what do you suggest?” asked Rachel. “I
could go rent a movie. We could make some popcorn, and—”

“Honestly, Rache, I’m starving.” Julia
rubbed her stomach. “I zipped out of work right at five, went
straight to the airport, and didn’t eat a thing on the plane. I was
hoping for some dinner.”

“Why don’t we order pizza?” Gwen shrugged.
“I brought some beer.”

A huge grin formed on Rachel’s face. “And if
we’re having pizza and beer, we have to play cards, like in high
school.”

“We didn’t drink in high school,” declared
Emily.

All at once, the other four women let out a
brief burst of laughter but quickly contained it. Cassandra said,
“Those were the nights you weren’t with us, dear.”

“Oh.”

Gwen said, “Hey! If we’re gonna play cards,
then we have to play—”

“Don’t say it!” Rachel, Julia, and Cassandra
simultaneously cut her off.

“Say what?” asked Emily.

“Strip poker,” answered Julia. “Gwen here
was obsessed with the game. Whenever we had a slumber party, she
was trying to get us to play.”

“We played once.” Cassandra was examining
her nails. “Gwen was the first one topless, and was embarrassed by
those tiny little things she calls tits.”

“At least I know mine are real!” Gwen
pointed at Cassandra’s chest. “I’d be afraid I’d tip over with
melons like those.”

Rachel darted between them. She knew that
both of them were capable of coming to blows. Cassandra had gotten
in her share of catfights in the hallways at school, and Gwen had
once decked a linebacker for spreading rumors about her sex
life.

“We’re all friends here,” said Rachel. “Stop
it!”

While Gwen and Cassandra were stepping away
from each other to cool down, Julia clapped her hands once. “I
think poker’s a great idea. Pizza and beer sound great also. Any
objections?”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Great!” Rachel, reenacting her time served
as Class President, took charge of the situation. “I’ll go get the
cards and chips. Nick has friends over to play every month or so.
Julia, why don’t you call for pizza? There are coupons hanging on
the fridge for a two-for-one deal. We can play in the dining
room.”

As Julia found her way into the kitchen,
Gwen turned to Emily and asked, “Ever play poker, Em?”

“A few times,” replied Emily. “My
grandfather once taught me. I...I’m not sure if I remember
how.”

“Oh, don’t worry. You’ll remember. Kinda
like how you never forget how to ride a bicycle.”

“Or how to ride a man,” added Cassandra.

Within minutes, the five women were seated
around the dining room table, each with a beer at their side. Emily
was counting out poker chips from their box. According to the box,
there were three hundred sixty, and she instantly knew that an even
five-way division of that number was seventy-two.

“Now what stakes did we used to play with?”
asked Rachel. “The red chips were—”

“Can we just make them all the same amount?”
inquired Gwen. “I get confused if they’re different.”

Again, full agreement, so Cassandra said, “A
dollar each?”

“No, way!” Gwen slammed her hand on the
table. “I ain’t got that kind of money.”

“Well, I won’t play for nickels or
pennies.”

“How about a quarter a chip?” suggested
Julia. “Let’s see. That’s eighteen dollars—”

“Eighteen dollars each.” Emily gave the
value at the precise instant Julia had, so their voices
overlapped.

“Sounds reasonable to me,” said Rachel.

Cassandra groaned. “All right. I wish you
guys had the balls to play for higher stakes.”

Emily distributed the chips to everyone, and
Julia was the first dealer. “Are we going to ante up?”

“Nah.” Rachel shook her head. “Just deal
‘em.”

Julia dealt five cards were dealt to
everyone. Before picking up her cards, Cassandra—who was seated to
the dealer’s left—tossed a chip to the center of the table. “I’ll
make this a little more interesting.”

The lights flickered. The women looked up
and then at each other. “Wh...what was that?” asked Emily.

“Probably nothing serious,” answered Rachel,
who was the next one seated at the table. After examining her
cards, she tossed in a chip. “I’ll see your quarter.”

“I fold.” Emily put her cards down.

“Stakes too high?” asked Cassandra.

“Maybe we should’ve played a practice hand,”
said Gwen.

“It’s...it’s all right.” Emily shrugged. “My
cards are awful.”

“Well, I’m in.” Gwen put it a chip, as did
Julia.

Then came the discarding. Everyone took at
least two cards, and Cassandra started the next round of betting.
“Another quarter.”

“I’ll call you,” said Rachel, as did
Gwen—both tossing in another chip.

“I’m out,” said Julia. As she put her cards
down on the table, she shivered.

“Something wrong, Jules?” asked Gwen.

“No. Just got a weird chill.”

“That’s it?” Cassandra stared at the chips
and crinkled her forehead. “At this rate, I’ll be broke any
minute!” She put her cards down. “Two pairs. Aces-eights.”

“Beats me.” Rachel dropped her cards.

“Three jacks,” said Gwen.

As Gwen reached for the pot—all seven
chips—Cassandra and Rachel both shivered. “Is it cold in here, or
something?” asked Cassandra.

“You too?” questioned Julia.

“I’m pretty sure the heat’s on,” said
Rachel. “But I know what you mean. Gwen, Emily, do you feel
it?”

They looked at each other and shook their
heads.

Cassandra grabbed the deck and shuffled the
cards. Their second hand started with Rachel and Emily passing,
Gwen betting a quarter, and then everyone seeing her bet. Two cards
to Rachel, three to Emily, one to Gwen, and three to both Julia and
Cassandra.

Rachel flicked a chip into the pot, and
Emily responded, “I fold.”

“At least you made it farther this time,”
said Cassandra.

“Ooooh.” Emily squeezed herself and rubbed
her upper arms. “Maybe there is a draft in here.”

“You too?” asked Rachel. “That leaves you,
Gwen. Anything?”

“No, but I’ll raise you a quarter.”

Julia called both bets, but Cassandra
folded. This time, the chill she felt was more like a tingle all
over her body. The feeling was accompanied by one of the straps of
her dress sliding down her shoulder. “Damn, dress,” she muttered,
fixing the strap.

“I’ll raise you another quarter,” announced
Rachel confidently.

“Time to call,” said Gwen.

“That’s too steep for my liking.” As Julia
folded, she felt her body tingle again. “Rache, there’s something
really wrong with the heat in this room.”

“Again?” asked Rachel, who watched both
Julia and Cassandra nod. “Hmmm...I’ll check it out after this
hand.” She turned to Gwen and laid out her cards. “Straight. Queen
high.”

“Sorry, my friend. Full house.” Gwen
presented her cards and reached for her winnings.

“That’s it!” Rachel experienced the chill
once again, this time twice as intense as the first time. “Gwen,
you can’t tell me you didn’t feel the cold air that time.”

“Nope.” Gwen was neatly stacking her
winnings. “Must be because I’m hot tonight!”

Cassandra groaned.

“I’m gonna check the heat,” said Rachel.

“While you’re up, Rache,” spoke Julia,
“could you get some chips or something to munch on while we’re
waiting for the pizza?”

Rachel nodded and headed for the kitchen.
The heel from her left shoe pressed down upon her pant leg, which
dragged on the floor. The slacks were slightly loose around her
hips. Not thinking much about it, she held them up and walked out
of the room.

“What the hell is wrong with my dress?”
asked Cassandra. As soon as she fixed one strap, the other gave
way. Frustrated, she stood and let the dress hang down. She thought
it weird that her breasts weren’t straining the fabric as they
usually did. Neither were her hips.

Julia was experiencing similar discomfort.
Her legs were crossed under the table, and the shoe on the foot not
touching the floor had slipped off her heel. It was just hanging
there, held in place by her toes. Nervously, she fiddled with her
watch, only to find it loose on her wrist. “Something’s definitely
strange here.”

She stood also, and she looked at Cassandra.
Though her clothes hadn’t lost their fit on her frame, her sleeves
seemed a little longer, and the hem of her skirt—which had been
above her knee—was now lightly brushing her kneecap.

Emily and Gwen looked at each other. Neither
of them noticed anything odd about themselves, but when they looked
at Cassandra and Julia, they could tell that something was amiss.
Emily couldn’t put her finger on it, but the two women looked
different. Perhaps smaller.

Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Rachel reached
for a cabinet above the counter, where a bag of potato chips sat on
the top shelf. At five-six, she normally could reach that high by
standing on her tiptoes. However, this time, the shelf was about
half a foot out of her grasp. She stretched as much as she could to
no avail, and her long sleeve slowly rolled up as it slithered down
her arm to her elbow. “What the hell happened to me?” she muttered
to herself.

She felt her slacks about to give way, so
she gave up on the snacks and reached for her waist, holding her
slacks up before they could fall. She looked down and saw that she
was able to pull them about an inch away from her waist.

“Rachel, you’ve got to come out here,” said
Emily as she entered the kitchen. “Something really weird is...”
Her voice trailed off when she looked down at Rachel.

Rachel looked up at Emily, who appeared to
be two inches taller than she did. The observation unnerved Rachel,
because she knew Emily was supposed to be a few inches shorter than
she was. In an unsteady voice, Rachel asked, “Emily, why are you
taller than me?”


 ♠♥ 2
♦♣

Flush

 


 


“There has to be a logical explanation for this,”
said Emily as she approached and put her arm around Rachel’s
shoulder, clearly perceiving that Rachel was indeed a couple of
inches shorter.

Rachel was still holding on to her loose
slacks. Her sleeves hung to her knuckles, engulfing her hands. She
held one arm forward to show Emily. “Look! Look at this! I know
that ten minutes ago this blouse fit me fine. I...I swear it! You
believe me, Emily, don’t you?”

Emily nodded her head. “Rachel, why don’t you come
into the dining room? Maybe the others—”

“The others?” Rachel shook her head. “I
can’t let them see me like this! I look ridiculous!” She looked
down at the space between her waist and her slacks.

“I think you’ll find that you’re not quite
alone in this.”

Rachel looked up at her friend. What did
Emily mean? Were the others experiencing the same bizarre
symptoms?

In the dining room, Cassandra held her dress
straps to her shoulders as she carefully walked toward Gwen. Her
shoes were also loose. “This is really weird,” she said. “It’s like
my dress grew a size or two since I got here.”

“I know what you mean,” added Julia. “My
sleeves are a little bit longer, my skirt is a little bit lower,
and my shoes are a little bit looser.” She also stepped gingerly
toward Gwen. “What about you?”

Gwen stood and examined her clothing. Her
jeans still hugged her waist. Her sandals were still nice and
comfortable. Her vest was the same length she had remembered it to
be when she put it on in the morning. “Nothing strange at all,” she
said, and then she glanced at Cassandra. There definitely was
something different.

“I’ve seen clothes shrink before.” One of
Cassandra’s arms grew tired of holding onto her dress, so she let
go of it. The strap quickly slid off her shoulder. “But them
growing doesn’t make sense.”

“Your clothes didn’t get bigger.” Gwen was
almost able to look directly into Cassandra’s eyes. She knew the
woman was a few inches taller than she was, but at that particular
instant, they were almost eye-level—Cassandra now only an inch or
so taller. Turning to Julia, who normally towered over her, Gwen
saw a noticeable change there also. The usual height difference
between them had been cut in half. “You two got smaller.”

“Make that three,” commented Emily from the
kitchen doorway. She had escorted Rachel back into the dining room
and was standing beside her diminutive friend.

When Julia, Cassandra, and Gwen took their
first glance at Rachel and Emily, their jaws dropped in unified
shock. It was a well-known fact that Emily was the shortest of the
five of them, but tonight, Rachel held that title. “Rache,” said
Gwen. “What happened to you?”

Rachel spoke softly through the lump in her
throat. “I guess I shrunk.”

There was a prolonged awkward silence as the
five women stared at each other, at the floor, at their clothes.
Some of them shrank? As ridiculous as the idea seemed, no one
seemed able to disprove it.

Until Julia spoke. “This is impossible!
People don’t shrink.”

“I think tonight it’s possible.” Rachel was
trying to fight back tears. “I mean, look at me. Look at me!” She
held out her arms to show how long her sleeves were compared to her
arms. Her slacks started to slip off of her hips, but her blouse
provided enough friction to hold them there. Still, it was obvious
they were loose. “If people shrinking is impossible, then how do
you explain this?”

“I have to agree with Rache. We shrank.”
Cassandra folded her arms, just under her breasts to hold her dress
in place. The other strap slid off her shoulder. “This normally is
one of my tightest dresses.”

“But why didn’t Emily and I shrink?” Gwen
shrugged her shoulders.

“Maybe we did,” Emily replied. “Maybe we
lost a quarter or half an inch—something not as noticeable
yet.”

“Well I’m not going to stand here and do
nothing,” said Julia. “We need to get to the bottom of this and fix
it before we shrink some more.”

“How do you intend to do that?” asked
Cassandra.

“First I want to know how much I shrank.”
Julia turned to Rachel. “Rache, do you have a tape measure or
something?”

It took a moment for Rachel to snap out of
her bewilderment and respond. “Yeah, with my sewing stuff. I...I’ll
go get it.”

She held up her slacks so she wouldn’t step
on their legs as she walked. Her shoes just dragged along the
floor, for whenever she stepped, her heel came clear out of them.
As she ascended the stairs, the shoes left themselves behind at
different points, for Rachel easily lifted her feet out of
them.

“Jules, what if it’s permanent?” Gwen backed
away in preparation for Julia’s reaction.

“I refuse to believe that something that was
done can’t be undone.”

“Can’t stand it, can you?” Cassandra was
examining her fingernails—the red nail polish was starting to lift
and chip near her cuticles.

Julia’s head did a quick turn to Cassandra.
“What do you mean?”

Cassandra looked up. “You’re not as tall
anymore. Admit it; you enjoy towering over everyone else—being
taller than the average man. Gives you a sense of power in the
cutthroat world of advertising, doesn’t it?”

“How dare you speak to me like—”

“Cut the shit, Julia. I know how all the
guys were intimidated by you in high school. You were tall, leggy,
smart, and sexy. And you got off on being the tallest girl in our
class. Bet the same is true at your office.”

“Jules,” said Gwen. “Don’t listen to her.
Cassie’s just talkin’ trash. You know her.”

“I have nothing to hide.” Julia stepped over
to Cassandra to show her that she was still the taller of the two.
“Yes, my height has made me more confident in the business world,
and confidence is the only way to get ahead. Being five-eleven, I
can command more respect in this male-dominated world than I
would—”

“At say five-eight or five-nine.” Cassandra
performed a quick eyeing up and down of Julia to make her
approximation. “You’re not so special anymore. Well, I’ve been
five-nine since high school, and believe me, I can get any job, and
I can fuck any man I want, babe.”

“Hey!” shouted Gwen. “This isn’t being
constructive. We’ve got to put our heads together to figure this
thing out.”

Before the shouting match could continue,
Rachel returned wearing a pair of green culottes. Though they were
loose around her waist, she didn’t have to worry about her feet
stepping on them since they only covered her knees. “Everyone ready
to see the damage done,” she said as she tacked the bottom of the
measuring tape to the base of the wall.

She could barely reach high enough to hold
the tape straight, so Julia approached to offer assistance. They
had tacked the tape measure near the doorframe connecting the
dining room to the living room in an attempt to keep it perfectly
vertical.

“Who wants to go first?” asked Rachel.

There was brief silence as the women all
looked at each other. Knowing the others were hesitant to discover
their height loss, Gwen removed her sandals and volunteered. She
was five-five, her usual height.

Cassandra followed, measuring five-six—a
difference of three inches. At five-eight, Julia had also lost
three inches.

Not paying attention to the measurements
across the room, Emily sat down and kept herself occupied by
counting her poker chips once again. Because she was a math
teacher, numbers naturally fascinated her. Gwen sat beside her and
said, “Em, you should probably get measured too, just in case.”

At that instant, Emily counted the last
chip. “Sixty-two,” she said aloud, wondering why she had so few if
she had started with seventy-two.

When Emily stood and turned, Cassandra had
just given Rachel the news of her new height: five feet even. “Six
inches?” sobbed Rachel. “Why did you two lose three inches, but I
lost double that?”

Julia quickly put an arm around Rachel’s
shoulder and guided her away from the tape measure so Emily could
stand against it. Emily removed her shoes and hoped she would be
standing at five-three as she usually did. Cassandra told her
otherwise. “Looks like five-foot-two to me.”

A quick conversion occurred in Emily’s head,
and she declared, “That’s sixty-two inches.”

“Very good,” said Cassandra. “Shows you’re a
good math teacher.”

“Everyone...count your chips.” Emily slowly
returned to her seat. In front of her on the table were her
chips—neatly arranged in six stacks of ten with two extra
chips.

“What good will that do?” asked Julia. “You
started me with seventy-two. I lost...” She paused to check her
memory. “Three chips. That means I have sixty-nine left.”

“Same here,” said Cassandra. “I think,
anyway.”

Gwen’s eyes opened wide. She was sitting
there when Emily announced sixty-two chips and sixty-two inches,
and she recognized Emily’s unspoken implication that the numbers
being the same could be more than mere coincidence. “Just count
them. Emily may be onto something.”

The women started counting their chips while
Emily carried out some new calculations in her head. She knew she
started with seventy-two chips—she had been the one who evenly
distributed them amongst her and her friends. Seventy-two each. She
started with ten more chips than she currently possessed, and she
had folded early in both hands, betting only one chip total. She
should have seventy-one, not sixty-two.

And now she was sixty-two inches tall. She
pondered the situation further as she rearranged her stacks, this
time in dozens. Sure enough, she had five stacks of twelve with two
left over. Five feet of twelve inches each with two additional
inches.

“Sixty,” announced Rachel.

Emily responded, “Sixty inches is five feet
even.”

Cassandra finished counting next. “I have
sixty-six.”

“Five foot six.”

Julia, having figured out the trend,
revealed her totals. “Sixty-eight chips, and I’m now five-eight, or
sixty-eight inches. The chips tell us how tall we are.”

“That’s silly.” Rachel’s forehead crinkled
as her jaw quivered. “So we’re betting inches instead of
money?”

“Now those are high stakes!” said
Cassandra.

“Seventy-eight.” Gwen placed her final chip
back on the table. “If that’s the case, then why I am still
five-five? Why didn’t I grow?”

The room grew quiet as the women
contemplated an answer. Cassandra replied, “Because you can’t bet
something you don’t already have. Technically, the money you win
isn’t yours until you cash out.”

“So when I cash out, I’ll grow to...” Gwen
scratched her head, trying to do the math in her mind.

“Six-six.” Emily and Julia replied in
unison, and then they subtly glared at one another.

“Well, then,” chuckled Gwen. “I should cash
out now. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be that
tall!”

“You can’t cash out!” shouted Julia. “I want
my three inches back.”

“Chill out, Jules, I was just kidding.”

“Yeah, Jules,” said Cassandra. “Don’t
we all go around telling men that size isn’t everything? I know
it’s bullshit, but let’s put our money where our mouth is.”

Emily was rubbing her chin. “Something
doesn’t quite add up here. Provided we all counted correctly, there
are only three hundred thirty-four chips on the table. There were
three-sixty to start, and it says so on the box.”

“So what happened to the other twenty-six?”
asked Rachel. “Did they just vanish?”

“They weren’t needed.”

“What do you mean they
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