

















What about the other guys who have been asking her about
her status—are you with Michael? He knows she’s been say-
ing no. But why?

“T'd like you to say, ‘Kind of, yes,” " he says.

“T don'’t know;” Meredith says. “I just don’t know.”

Two more days left.

fter a ferocious basketball game—his team won—Michael

rushes for the exit. A blind man could read the expres-

sion on his face—somewhere, this minute, this second,
some horny dwarfis almost certainly hitting on Meredith.

Then he stops. Standing at the door to the gym is a tiny,
tiny woman. She’s at least a foot, maybe a foot and a half,
shorter than he is, wearing a strand of fat pearls.

Michael squats down to her level. “I just wanted to let
you know;” he says, “that time in the chat room, when you
jumped on me, I thought that was very unfair.”

“Well, sorry,” the tiny woman answers.

“I'mean, I don't even know you. Why would you do that?”

The woman shrugs. “It had to be done,” she says.

Later, Michael tells me the story: He was in AOL's little-
people chat room, along with a bunch of his friends and a
very promising potential girlfriend, when his friend Kris
started teasing another woman about something or other.
Then Martha—the tiny woman with the pearls—jumped in.
All Kris ever did was go after the pretry girls, she said, ignor-
ing anyone who was different or less attractive—or extra-
short. And when Michael tried to defend Kris, she shot off a
message saying he wasn't any better. It wasn't right. It was
cruel. It made being in the LPA just as bad as being in the tall
world. And the potential girlfriend heard Martha’s anger and
felt her pain and never spoke o him again.

Confession time: After three days at the convention, [
still haven't talked to a single one of the really tiny or mis-
shapen dwarfs. (There are more than two hundred differ-
ent types.) They just seemed so damn different—unap-
proachable, like foreign countries with harsh, impossible
languages. Instead, I ended up hanging out with the
“mainstream” dwarls, the achondroplastics—and, I must
admit, not the old ones or the teenage ones, either. I
seemed to be more comfortable spending time with the

ones who were more or less my age, the ones who looked
less dwarfy. The better-looking ones.

I talk about this to Gibson Reynolds III, who is himself a
good-looking achondroplastic. “When you're an achon,” he
tells me, “it's almost like saying you're glad you're white—
‘Oh, at least I'm an achon.””

I am going to have to talk to Martha.

s Michael and his friends tell it, his marriage was a kind of

Gaslight experience in which his wife and good friend

kept telling him he was just imagining things even as
they conducted a two-year affair under his nose. By the end,
he got so crazed he brought in forensic scientists to do a
sperm analysis on her bathroom towels. Goodbye marriage,
hello short-term psychiatric care. “Did I have to wrestle with
the fact that she was doing all that with a guy that T felt was
physically just bizarre?” Michael says. “Yeah. Do 1 feel that
way about the whole race? No. Because he was a friend of
mine, it made it worse.”

A few hours later, at the LPA talent show—piano, violin,
mimes—I'm distracted by a child who is using a custom-made
walker that he drags along behind him, leaning back against
two [oam-rubber handles. He's one of the extreme ones,

“Poor little guy,” 1 say.

The woman I'm sitting with—who has just told me that
her own grandmother suggested she find a profession she
could practice from home so no one would have to look at
her—raises an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

“I don't know. . . . He's so little, and he’s got so many
troubles.”

“But he seems happy, doesn't he?”

“Yes.”
“So don't pity him,” she says. "It doesn’t help him.”

fter the show, I run into Evelyn, who tells me that Dr. Kopits

called that morning and told her to fly Jocelyn up

to Baltimore for an emergency consultation. The
threat of paralysis is that near. “T put down the phone, and
I was walking around the room, saying, ‘Tocelyn, how are
we going to do this? How are we going to do this?” " Eve-
lyn says. “The ticket's $499 one way! For one person! So
we're talking $2,000 to go back and forth to Baltimore. 1
don't have that. T'm lost. I have no resources.”

And the consultation is the easy part—the operation itself
is going to cost $230,000.

On the verge of tears, Evelyn distracts herself with an ob-
servation: “It’s still hitting me that they are human beings
with lives,” she says, looking around the lobby. “And I have a
daughter who is a little person, and [ am fighting for her to
have a life, to have a career, to . . . to be in love, to . . . to doall
the things that others just do. And yet, [ watch them go past,
and I think, ‘That’s a human being’”

y Wednesday, Meredith is more relaxed—a bit. “I want
to go back to my world,” she moans. “This is not
my world.”

She’s gone to some of the workshops, attended events put
on by the Dwarf Athletic Association of America, done some
shopping, and taken some of the special tours. But, well,
she’s having trouble handling all the cager men, for one thing.
“It’s a little upsetting that T could walk into a room like this
and get so much attention, but in the real world when T walk
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into abar . . . it’s getting almost a little bit exhausting.”

I ask her why she came. Was she reaching out to the little
world?

“Absolutely,” she answers. “T really came here on like a vi-
sion quest, a search for an identity—to see what it's like to talk
face-to-face, eye-to-eye with someone.”

And did part of the vision quest involve a small-
statured man?

She squirms. But, like almost all the little people, she wants
to be understood, so she’s startlingly open to the rudest ques-
tions. “I don’t know. I'm twenty-two. He's much older than T
am—thirty-four. He wants a relationship. T don't.”

He also wants children. She's not so sure. An achondro-
plastic dwarf couple has a 25 percent chance of having a nor-
mal-size child, a 50 percent chance of having a dwarf, and a 25
percent chance of giving birth to a child so deformed it can-
not survive. “T've had about fourteen multiple surgeries, and I
deal with pain every day,” Meredith says. “I would never
want to do that to a child.”

Then she mentions that she’s met another guy here she's
attracted to—an average-size guy. “And I feel almost disap-
pointed in myself that I've come all this way to pick an aver-
age-size guy, and I have to wonder if that says something
about me, that I shy from short-statured men. It's not that I
don't see them as men, and I'm not superficial, but . . . I'm at-
tracted to a tall man. There’s something about them that's pro-
tecting, and it’s safe. . . . T don't know—it's just something
about a tall man, with a long back and long arms. .. "

And she felt weird at Bennigan's—people were looking at
them like “Oh, how cute,” and she hates that. But how would
Michael take it if she dumped him? He’s so considerate, so
caring, so . .. small. “T guess I feel like a taller guy can take it,”
she says.

God! The whole thing is just exhausting. “T think I need to
sleep for like a week. For some reason, this is draining the life
out of me.”

ight now, Jocelyn is dreading the thought of another oper-

ation. But she sits in her wheelchair as imper-

turbable as a little stone idol, talking about normal
sixteen-year-olds and all the ridiculous things they go
through in search of themselves—like her brother, who re-
cently shaved his head.

So what's the secret? T ask her. How did you find yourself?

“T don't know;” she answers. “T just came to it very quick-
ly. T know that I'm Jocelyn, I know I'm sixteen years old, and
I know I come from Australia. 'm proud to be a dwarf. I'm
just me, a smaller package than everybody else. And I'm hap-
py with that.”

Does she blame God for making her this way? How does
she feel about justice, about love, about beauty?

“I don't think there is any,” she says, taking my last ques-
tion first. “Just people’s perceptions—heautiful people from
my perception may be ugly people from your perception.”

As for God, he made her this way, and it’s for others to get
used to it. ’

A few minutes later, the members of the convention com-
mittee take Evelyn and Jocelyn aside. “The committee wants
to give you something,” one man says, and then he hands
over a little bag. Evelyn reaches in and pulls out a yellow LPA
T-shirt. Inside the T-shirt is tissue paper, and wrapped inside
that are two plane tickets—round-trip tickets to Baltimore.

or days now, I've been looking for Martha. Twice, I've stopped

a tiny diastrophic woman and asked if she was Martha.

Although she wasn’t wearing pearls, she had the same
short arms, the same pufly robin’s-breast chest. Sometimes
the rule of genetics is so strong that dwarfs of the same type
look very similar. T even heard a pseudo-achondroplastic
dwarf mistake another pseudo for yet another pseudo. But
this woman seemed to have a short fuse. The second time I
asked her, she bristled a bit, and just now, as she passed, she
gave me a wary look—no, I'm still not Martha, you big idiot.

Then I see her, the real Martha, wearing the same pearls.
Her head doesn't even reach my hip, and there’s something
painful in the way her hips jog from side to side. By now; I
know that means her spine is probably fused solid. Her litdle
arms stick out from her body like—God forgive me—the arms
of Mr. Potato Head. They are so short that even when she’s
standing with her chest pressed to the edge of the sink, she
has to use hooks to turn the faucets.

She’s happy to talk about Michael, thrilled, in fact.

“First of all, he's one of these guys that thinks that he's all
that, okay?” she says. “Whenever I'm with a friend who looks
great, and I'm just standing there, little old three-foot-tall me,
he doesn't even say hi. And he’s not the only one. It’s always
made me angry, because I have just as much of a personality
as these pretty girls do.”

She goes on for a while, venting her pet peeve. Although
she laughs about it, she’s unrelenting. Maybe it's because it’s
so late in the convention and there are so many broken-
hearted girls crying in the bathrooms.

“All these guys care about is looks,” another woman tells
me. “They come up to you, they look at you, and if you're
not what they like, they walk away. They don't really care
what's inside.”

The guys feel the same sting, of course. “There are women
who are four feet tall who won't date anyone shorter than
they are,” one man snaps.

pstairs, Dr. Kopits works the phone. “There’s a financial prob-

lem of some significance, and the little people have or-

ganized and helped with the plane tickets, so T won-
dered if you could do a reduction. . . "

A moment of Kopitsian silence follows—he has this habit
of waiting and waiting and waiting until you cross the moral
boundary from ordinary life to his world. Then he releases a
solemn smile. “That would be great,” he says.

While Kopits talks, Jocelyn walks around the room,
even though her face is going pale and blotchy from the
pain. She's worried about the MRI because she can’t lie on
her back for more than a minute at [continued on page 121]
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[continued from page 81] a time—a complica-
tion from her screwed-up spinal surgery.
After ninety seconds, the pain is so in-
tense she starts to sweat. After two min-
utes, she gets close to passing out. The
last time she had an MRI, the doctors put
her under general anesthesia, and she was
paralyzed for a day and a half. Now Ko-
pits says using anesthetic means risking
permanent paralysis, and they aren’t go-
ing to drug her at all.

Maybe that's why she doesn’t want to get
back into her wheelchair. Finally Evelyn just
points at it—it’s time to head to Baltimore.
Jocelyn scowls and gets in.

At the airport, Michael is gazing again. Mere-
dith's mom and T go across the room to let
them say their goodbyes, and after a moment
Meredith drops her head onto his shoulder.
Michael lifts her fingers to his lips. Then I
can't stand it anymore, so I walk over and
hand them my tape recorder. “Turn it on if
you feel like it,” I say. Back in my seat, I watch
Michael take out a gift bag. Meredith opens it
with a smile.

Later, I listen to the tape. “This is the first
actual present I've ever bought you,” Michael
says. “We've had a lot of firsts—first lunch,
first kiss. . .."

“Don't say that on the tape!”

“Okay,” Michael says. “Scratch that com-
ment about ‘first lunch.’ "

Meredith laughs. “That was really funny!”

She reaches into the bag and takes out a
teddy bear. “Aww; it's so cunuute!”

“It's Winnie the Pooh.”

“Ilove him!”

Then Michael hands her three cards. “I
want you to open this one now. I want you to
open this one after you take off, and I want
you to save this one until you get home.
Can you do that? In that order?”

She agrees and opens the first card. On
the tape, she gasps.

“What a cute card!”

“You like it?”

“I'm gonna cry!”

“You're gonna cry?”

“Taaam!”

They talk about the convention for a
while, and then Meredith tells Michael how
grateful she is for all he's done for her during
the week.

“T've never in my whole life ever been so
affected, so quickly, so much,” he answers.

The airplane loudspeaker drowns him
out. When it's over, Michael is still ralking.
“T'm the lucky one,” he says. “I'm the lucky
one....”

"No, I'm lucky. So many people at that
convention would love to be with you.”

“But none of them hold a candle to you.”

It's time to go. Michael kneels ac Mere-
dith’s feet and hugs her with an intensity
that's visible across the room.

STORY

Then Meredith walks down the ramp, a
small, wistful figure picking her way past the
elbows of oblivious giants.

Walking back through the bustling airport,
Michael starts to cry. “A lot of this is exhaus-
tion,” he says, wiping away the tears.

We pass a few more gates, and he stops. “I
wanted love for so long,” he says. “Every year,
I say, Tm ready, I'm ready,’ but she has to
show up, and sheshowed up.”

He takes a deep breath. “At least the door
is open,” he says. “Nothing else matters.”

Later that night, Meredith calls. She tells
Michael she misses him already, talks about
flying to L. A. to see him, and when he comes
back down to the lobby, he’s blown tight with
emotion. “T'm going to do everything I can to
marry this gitl,” he says.

He leaves the next morming, skipping the
closing-night banquet. Without Meredith,
what’s the point?

Jocelyn and Evelyn skip the banquet, too.
About the time Michael is catching his plane
home, the MRI technicians are rolling Jocelyn
into the long white tube for her scan. That
night, Evelyn writes in her journal: ] was
okay for about two minutes, then she became
hysterical and screamed to get out. The look
of surprise on their faces! But they were so pa-
tient and supportive, nothing like in Australia
where ]| was nothing but an inconvenience.
Then I remembered when [ was in labor how
vital it was to hear David say, you're halfway. I
knew that ] would be able to control her mind
and the pain if she had a goal to work toward.
It worked. ] focused and hung on. When she
came out of the tunnel after each set she was
crying and pale and after the last set she faint-
ed. But she didit!”

At the banquet that night, the dwarfs come
dressed in suits and tes, gold lamé and se-
quins, carrying corsages and holding hands.
They exchange phone numbers and pose al-
most frantically for pictures. Underneath
every word and every look is the prospect of
the next twelve months, a year's exile in a
world of difference.

In the lobby the last morning, people
slump in the armchairs like travelers ma-
rooned in an airport. With each departure,
the energy drains out the door.

But there’s Dr. Kopits, smiling and laugh-
ing, bending down to gather his patients into
his arms and beaming with visible delight at
each person he hugs. There is nothing dutiful
about this, His love is a reminder that with
each twinge of discomfort or even revulsion
these people inspire—they do look wrong,
there’s no getting around that—there is a cor-
responding exhilaration, a liberating delight
that comes from encountering intelligent hu-
manity in such inappropriate packages.

A few days later, I speak to Meredith
again. “T just got a dozen roses,” she says, “all
pink with one red.” Then she goes out to

Little people;happya
last:“l seeagreat " -
future ahead for us,”
Meredith says.

L. A —taking her DKNY sunglasses and Prada
makeup case, of course—and meets Michael's
pets and Billy Crystal and writes: “T am hap-
py. Very happy.”

With any luck, they will overcome their
similarities.

Back in Australia, Jocelyn appears on television
and in newspapers, at bake sales and ar foot-
ball rallies, and from all over the country, the
checks start pouring in. My favorite story is
about a blind (and somewhar deaf) man
named Bob and his best friend, Steve, who
raise money for Jocelyn by riding a tandem bi-
cycle long distances. Steve rides up front and
steers, and Bob rides behind, pedaling away.
“There is a really steep hill near where they
live,” Evelyn writes, “and as they are riding
down it, Steve will yell out to Bokb to stop ped-
aling, but with the wind rushing past his
hearing aid, all Bob hears is whistling, so he
keeps pedaling hard. At the bottom of the hill
is an intersection—and Steve is having a heart
attack, worried that they won't stop in time
because Bob is still pedaling!”

The support leaves Evelyn touched, over-
whelmed, uplifted. But finally time runs out,
and even though there isn't enough money
yet—and though the hospital has put them on
notice that it won't operate until all the mon-
ey is in the bank—they get on a plane and fly
to Baltimore anyway.

Of course, the money does come in, and
the operation is a complete success. When I
go down to Baltimore for a visit, Jocelyn is
walking already, hard at work in physical
therapy, even more certain and determined
than before.

And back in New York, Michael's in town. He's
moved into an apartment in Manhattan, close
to Meredith’s magic flame. “She’s more ex-
traordinary every time I talk to her,” he tells
me. “Sometimes I just pinch myself." 1
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