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Now Michael has to face certain realities. Despite a pret-
ty glamorous showbiz life out in California—he was in Pulp
Fiction and will appear in Billy Crystal’s next movie, My Gi-
ant—life is about to remind him once again that he is differ-
ent, that his flesh melted a little in the womb, and so he’s go-
ing to have to deal with that again and also with whatever
might happen to Meredith when she sees him, because he’s
used to the way he is but Meredith has never seen a man
like him before in her life.

And she’s about to see hundreds of them. Right now; the lob-
by of the Atlanta Airport Marriott hotel is swarming with—call
them dwarfs or little people or LPs or persons of short stature or
whatever you want. Just don’t call them midgets. And you prob-
ably also want to avoid any cutesy mythical references, like
gnome, troll, brownie, munchkin, hobbit, Lilliputian, lep-
rechaun, pixie, sylph, or sprite.

There's an old, bald dwarf wearing glasses, a hipster
dwarf sporting a snazzy goatee, a gang of dwarf teenagers
cruising by with the insular, insecty walk of teenagers every-
where, marching shoulder to shoulder through the clueless
adult world. Some of these dwarfs have normal heads and
others the classic pushed-in dwarfy look—big forehead, re-
tracted nose, chin bulging out, as if God had placed his
thumb on the tip of their noses and pushed. A few seem to
have jumbo-size heads. Others zip around in motorized
wheelchairs and scooters, some lying flat and some kneeling
and others twisted down into their chairs like crabs into
shells. Some have robin’s-breast chests that make them look
like tiny superheroes. There's one—over by the placard that
$ays, WELCOME TO ATLANTA, WHERE LITTLE PEOPLE ARE
SPECIAL PEOPLE—who isn’t much more than stick legs
jammed into a head. There’s another who's folded into
himself like a human pocketknife, his muscular arms fes-
tooned with tattoos.

And let us not overlook the dwarf babes, like that classic
California sand tramp with the teased blond hair . . . or that
Bianca Jagger look-alike . . . or that sandy-haired sweetie
with a tank top exposing a well-tanned belly. Evidently flat-
chestedness is rare among dwarf women—their big behinds
and big breasts make them almost a parody of the Playboy
ideal. Or a rebuke.

All these dwarfs have gathered for the fortieth annual con-
vention of the Little People of America, a group founded after
actor Billy Barty suggested some dwarl solidarity during an
appearance on This Is Your Life. There’s an unmistakable elec-
tricity in the air, part excitement and part anxiety. Since
dwarfs occur in the population at the rate of about one in ten
thousand, this week represents just about their only chance to
meet others of their kind, and each convention sparks a dozen
marriages and as many divorces. “I've had people say, ‘Have a
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is is the jam Michael Gilden has gotten himself into: Five months ago,

in a chat room on America Online, he met a girl named Meredith Hope
Eaton, a judge’s daughter from Long Island who is funny and smart and
really pretty, too—he knows because they traded pictures on the Internet.
So they wrote tons of e-mail and talked on the phone, and one day he
even sang to her—"0pen Arms,” by Journey, his favorite band—and finally

nice vacation,” ” Michael tells me. “I'm not going on vacation.
I'm a single guy, and the choices I make here could change my
life forever.”

The LPA conventions are an alternate reality. Visitors sud-
denly find themselves plunged into a world where small is the
norm, where there’s a ramp for little people at the front desk
and tall people check in on their knees.

For the dwarfs, it can be intensely disturbing. Like black
people who spend their lives exposed to white images of
beauty, dwarfs adapt to life in the tall world to the point
they almost forget, and usually dwarfs who see other
dwarls for the first time just plain freak out. They see the
big butts and big heads and little arms and little legs, and it
hits them: Do I look like that?

A lot of times, they walk right out the door and never
come back. This is what Michael has been brooding about
all morning, the fear that’s branded that frown onto his
forehead. It's not just that he’s four foot six—it’s that
Meredith is four foot three.

cross the lobby, Jocelyn Powell rolls toward the elevators
in her custom-made wheelchair. Her mother, Eve-
lyn—all five foot ten of her—walks alongside.

Jocelyn is sixteen years old and squashed down into
the wheelchair like a piece of human dough, which she
also resembles because her face is very pale and often
whitens from pain. She was born blue, spent weeks in an
incubator, developed arthritis when she was just eighteen
months, and launched into years and years of operations,
and finally she was in so much pain the doctors tried fus-
ing her spine and screwed it up so badly she ended up
with a hump and headaches so intense she’d pass out at
her desk in school. She came through it all more self-pos-
sessed and unflappable than any teenager I've ever met.
“At school, you've got to tell everybody you're not five
and you're not in kindergarten,” she says, “that you actu-
ally got a brain in your head—T can talk. There’s actually
a person in here’ ”

Her mother’s another tough bird. The night she found
out her daughter was a dwarf, she drove home crying so
much that she thought it was raining and turned on the
windshield wipers. At home, she looked up achondroplasia
in one of her old nursing textbooks and found a passage
that said that achondroplastic adults often earn their liv-
ings as clowns in the circus. She hid the book under the
bed and dreamed all night of her baby daughter wearing a
big red nose.

Jocelyn and Evelyn read about the convention on the
Internet and came all the way from Australia, spending
$5,000 they didn’t have. There are only a few hundred
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dwarfs in Australia, scattered widely, and Jocelyn has had
little exposure to them. Already, they are struck by how
Inucl'l bCllCl‘ OH' most dwdr[‘j in Al’l’lcrica are—most (J{- [l]el"ﬂ
can walk, aren’t suffering from so much pain or from those
terrible headaches. So right now, they're off to try to make
an appointment with a famous specialist who is here for
[l'lC \VCCl\'_[hCy d()n‘t want to gC[ [hc]‘l. thCS up. don‘t €X-
pect any miracle cure, but maybe he can at least tell them
what’s ahead.

hen Meredith walks in. She’s got black hair and black eyes

and a perfect, heart-shaped face and a smile that is ab-

solutely dazzling. She's wearing a black DKNY
T-shirt and a thick gold chain, sunglasses tilted up on her
head, looking exactly like the classic Long-Island-born-and-
bred Jewish-American Princess she is—except her arms and
lcgs are Sl'lO]'l i]l'ld bulgy, Hnd ShC‘S l{’,ﬂning on a canec, i:lnd ]16:!'
hips jog to the side with each step she takes, giving her a
slight waddle.

A tear comes to Michael's eye.

Meredith stands at the door, frozen in place, terrified and
shaking inside, just as Michael said she would be. After a mo-
ment, she turns around and walks right back out.

But a minute later she comes back, and this time Michael
hurries up to say hello. “You made it,” he says.

“Barely.”

She’s stuck. She won’t go any farther into the lobby. She
can't. And she doesn’t want to walk back out again, because
that would be ridiculous. So she takes a seat right next to the
door in a deep club chair. Her mother sits down right next to
her. “This is just so weird,” Meredith says.

“How's the surgery?” Michael asks.

She points to her right leg. “It was this one.”

“They look straight,” he says.

“They should be, after all I went through.”

Michael smiles with infinite kindness. *You'll do some
dancing tonight,” he says.

eredith was about six when she first realized she wasn't
going to grow as big as other kids. She cried and
cried. Middle school was “the worst,” when the
teasing began. In high school, her best friend was tall and real-
ly beautiful, and Meredith was always “the friend.” But she
stuck it out, and finally she met a guy, a six-foot wrestler who
protected her, adored her, treated her like a fragile china doll,
never made her feel bad about her height. She dumped him
for a guy who was six foot four. When they were alone he
loved her, but when they went out in public, *he'd look
around, and when people would stare at me, he'd laugh ner-
vously and go, Isn't she beautiful?’ to try to mock them from
staring. He never actually said it, but I knew inside that it
really bothered him. We went out for three and a half years,
and we must have gone out to dinner twice.”
There's something instantly comforting about Meredith,
a Warm[h l.}'l'dt E‘Ilﬂl(.)S[ Shirﬂn}ers. Sl"lC Spent hE:r laS[ summer
vacation working with severely disabled children and

adults and is thinking of making it her career. It's just that
she's having trouble with this whole height thing. A few
months ago, she had an operation to lengthen her legs,
which to most dwarfs is the epitome of self-loathing, the
dwarf equivalent of Michael Jackson's ongoing white-
ification. Before she came to the convention, she had night-
mares. She'd be walking her dog—a miniature poodle—on-
ly in the dream he was even smaller, and she lost him. She
searched and searched and couldn't find him anywhere.
And she'd see very tall people, who for some reason were
always flying. And bugs, too, lots of itty-bitty ugly bugs.

Twenty minutes have gone by, and they're still sitting by
the door. *T'd feel more comfortable if this whole lobby was all
average-size people,” she says.

“You talked on the phone,” Michael says. “You were totally
comfortable with that. . . ."

“That was different.”

Another half hour and she’s still sitting there, still visibly
uncomfortable. “T want to say I don't look like these peo—
like everyone else. It's something that takes getting used 10.”

Meanwhile, Michael's mooning at Meredith like a lover ina
silent movie. He's gazing at her. He's mooning and gazing and
mouthing sweet nothings across the table. . . .

“What?” Meredith asks.

“It’s just everything,” he says. “The face, the eyes, the twin-
kle, the smile—everything is confirmed.”

“Stop, you're embarrassing me.”

ater, Michael is in a fever. “It's not like ‘Well, she’s kind of cute’—
I can't stop looking at her. T don’t want to play volleyball.
I don’t want to see Atlanta. I don’t want to do anything, 1
can't believe we're going to be in the same room, breathing the
same air! And she's—she’s had three-, four-year relationships
with average-size guys. I don't even know if she can look at me.”

And yes, he knows that would be poetic justice, because
Michael is a very good-looking guy, probably the best-looking
guy in the LPA, and back when he was a teenager coming to
his first few conventions, he'd glance at the dwarf girls and
turn away. “Oh, man,” he'd think, “that doesn’t look right.”
He was cool with the guys, but the women just looked
wrong. They looked deformed. Michael says these things not
because he'’s cruel but because he’s maniacally analytical, a
student and scholar of dwarfish emotion. Anyway, that was
bEfOI’C ]'lf: g{)[ more mature l'lnd S[Elr[cd d.':l[ing l][[lf: women
and even married and divorced one, which is part of the prob-
lem, because the breakup of his marriage left him derailed and
humiliated for some very special reasons he doesn’t want to
discuss right now—oh, what the hell: She cheated on him
with a guy who was smaller than he was. Much smaller.

“And I tried to recover from it,” he says, “and my recov-
ﬂry wadas I nCCdCd hL’l'_I never knCW Wh(} h(']' was, lﬁl.ll |
needed her to show up—and for the last three years she has
not shown up. And now she's here. Without a doubr,
without a doubt, this is a girl I want to develop something
with, T know it, and I'm wrest]ing with how to behave, be-
cause there’s a part of me that wants to right now sit and
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have a drink and have dinner with her alone, and I fear that
because of her feelings, and because of her mom being here
also, the likelihood of me doing that this week won’t hap-
pen—by the time she’s comfortable, she’s going to be leav-
ing, and I go three thousand miles away.”

[ try to calm him down. [ tell him they look perfect to-
gether, and they do. I tell him she seems attracted to him,
and she does. But it does no good. “The pivotal thing that
will happen tonight, and [ think this is extraordinarily
pivotal, is when the dancing starts,” he says. “She’s not go-
ing to fast-dance because of her legs, but I know either
Dave"—Michael already has competition, a kindly, balding
dwarf who also met Meredith on the Internet—"or me or
someone will approach her to dance slow, and she will at
first probably say no—but the first person she says ves to
has to be me!”

hat night the dwarfs congregate in the ballroom, many of

them glammed out with teased hair, ball gowns, and

cleavage. The guys come in doing the Dwarf Strut:
chest out, arms back, serious swagger. Soon, the dance
floor is filled with little people getting down. A tall, wil-
lowy girl dances among them—on her knees.

Chatting with Emily, a pretty young woman who just
graduated from Purdue with a degree in creative writing, I
mention Michael. “Oh, yeah, Michael,” she says, rolling her
eyes. “He thinks he's six feet tall.”

That's the first hint of how Michael makes many of his
fellow dwarfs feel. Over the next few days, I will hear him
mocked for being a jock, for the California style of his
clothes, for thinking too much of himself. “A guido stud,”
one guy snaps. “He’s in that Radio City Music Hall Christ-
mas show playing an elf. That’s real good for our image.”

“I don’t even know why he comes here,” says another,
“Why doesn’t he just date tall women?”

Later that night, Michael shows up dressed to dance,
dapper in khakis and a black shirt, looking like a classic
L. A. club dude. But inside, he's stll a ball of anxiety. At
the pool that afternoon, he asked Meredith straight-out:
“You don't see me the way you see your other boyiriends,
right?”

Meredith dodged the question.

Now Michael's radar picks up movement across the
ballroom. “Here they come,” he says.

Meredith is holding her mother’s arm with one hand
and leaning on her cane, working her way through the
crowd. She's wearing a silvery-gray shirt split from one
button to expose her belly, which is flat and brown as a
walnut. A silver clip gleams in her black hair.

Michael leads them to an empty table, whispering into
Meredith’s ear. Moments later, a few of Michael's friends
join them. “Those are beautiful shoes,” says Lila, a pretty,
poised eighteen-year-old with puffy blond bangs.

“They're painful,” Meredith answers. “Shoes are always
painful—beautiful but painful.”

Plus her leg is hurting—the humidity—so she doesn’t

feel like dancing just yet. Trying to be nonchalant, Michael
forces himself to dance with other women.

Taking advantage of the dark, I study Meredith and de-
cide she looks a little bit like the queen in Alice in Wonder-
land—mot her face but her body, which is squat and a bit
wide. Then she notices me looking and gives me one of her
dazzling smiles. “I feel better than I did this afternoon,” she
says. "1 really, really like talking to people at eye level.”

It’s not until very late in the evening that the DJ puts on
“Open Arms.” Michael holds his hand out to Meredith.
“You have to dance with me now,” he says.

And she does.

n Sunday, Evelyn and Jocelyn go to church. Jocelyn parks

her wheelchair in the aisle, and after some glori-

ous gospel singing the sermon begins. By coinci-
dence, the preacher takes his text from a passage in
Ezekiel about when God commands a field of bones to
gather and rise. “God has put into our bones genetically
the structure of our lives,” he thunders. “Your bones have
a testimony to tell concerning your destiny—by studying
the bone structure of the human body, you will find the
purpose and the destiny of an individual! Without bones,
we'd just be slithering creatures!”

This is so embarrassing. But of course, it's natural to make
metaphors of the body. Since we all carry from childhood
the memory of being small in a world of giants, we have
mythologized dwarfs throughout history, the sweet ones
always nicely proportioned and the nasty ones more
“dwarfish.” In ancient Egypt, there were dwarf gods. In an-
cient Rome, they were dressed in jewels and sent to fight in
coliseumns. In the Middle Ages, kings collected them; in the
Renaissance, artists painted them; and in the nineteenth cen-
tury, we began our charming modern tradition of displaying
them as circus freaks. Hitler put them on his death lists.

As the sermon goes on and on—the service lasts three
hours—Jocelyn begins to squirm in her wheelchair. All the
dwarfs are in pain by now. Finally the preacher winds
down. “Now turn to your neighbor and say, ‘Hello, lovely
bone,”” he orders. With awkward smiles, we repeat the
line. “Hello, lovely bone,” I say to a woman so small she
had to struggle just to climb into the pew. She smiles back
and cracks, “You don’t know what you're getting into.”

fter the dance last night, Michael says, he got his first

kiss. And Meredith said, “This just feels so right.”

And she wasn't just talking emotion, although

there was definitely “kissing compatibility.” She was

talking physical reality, because sometimes life is about ac-

cepting difference and other times it's about celebrating

similarity, and dammit they lined up, knees touching and

arms—not like some big octopus arms wrapping her up

like an infant or something. They're proportionate. To each

other. And Michael said, “After experiencing this with me,

don't you want to swear off tall guys? Don't you want to
say, ‘T'm not dating another tall guy ever?” ™
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She didn’t answer, but she didn't let go of him, either.
Now the big problem is time—the ticking clock. Mere-
dith’s return flight leaves Wednesday morning,

he tall, soft-voiced man with the lingering Eastern Euro-

pean accent is Dr. Steven E. Kopits, a pediatric or-

thopedic surgeon from the International Center for
Skeletal Dysplasia in Baltimore. Kopits has devoted his life
to one idea: to learn through the study of dwarf develop-
ment how to do “the most benefit with the least amount of
intervention.” Today, his office is a hotel room, a dining
table his examination area. “Okay,” he begins, speaking to
Jocelyn and not to her mother. “Um ... why did you
come? Because Mom said you could?”

Jocelyn tells him the story, which has already acquired
the patina of family legend: how they bought a computer,
logged on to the Net, searched “dwarfism,” found the LPA,
and decided instantly to come to the convention and wor-
ry about the money later.

“Do you think that's a good thing?”

“Yes,” says Jocelyn. “It’s a very good thing.”

Taking his time, with long, pondering pauses between
questions, Kopits then digs out every detail of Jocelyn’s
medical history. “She’s had stenosis since birth?”

“No,” says Evelyn, with a trace of anger. “She had a
beautiful back until the doctor operated on her about four
years ago.”

“She had a straight back?”

“Tt was beautiful. We were very proud of that back.”

“What kind of surgery did she have?”

“A decompression,” Evelyn says. “They've actually tak-
en the piece of bone out from Tio to Ly, the four of them—
please don't shake your head; I'm already upset enough
about it.”

“Taking the bone out is not the problem. The levels are
the problem.”

As Evelyn continues, Kopits scems to suffer along with
her. “Ach,” he says. “Oh, my God.” And then, Evelyn says,
[1'1ing5 gO[ €veEn worse.

“Wait a minute, I will get a clean sheet of paper,” Kopits
says. Everyone laughs.

Another half hour passes before Kopits turns back to
Jocelyn. “So, how far can you walk?” he asks.

Evelyn answers. “She walked from her room to here,
and that’s it.”

“That’s probably fifty, sixty meters,” Kopits says.

“By that time, she’s dragging her right foot.”

Kopits turns to Jocelyn again. He seems to feel none of
the discomfort many doctors feel when talking to a pa-
tient. “When you walk, you get heaviness, feel like
falling?”

“Tt starts in my toes—it goes pins and needles, numb,
and then lead, hc;wy lead. First, the right lcg to the
knee, and then the left leg starts.” Jocelyn's tone is neither
bitter nor self-pitying, but its analytic chill bears a whiff
()f pl‘OtCS‘[.

Kopits gives her an amused smile. *You describe it pret-
ty well. I've seen it thousands of times.”

Then Evelyn starts talking about the headaches, how
the doctors said they were psychosomatic and sent Jocelyn
to a psychiatrist.

“Isn’t there a neurosurgeon there?” Kopits asks.

MICHAEL WANTS
MEREDITH TO KNOW
THAT THIS 1S WHAT
IT'S LIKE TO DRIVE

A CAR WITH A LITTLE
MAN. THIS IS WHAT
IT'S LIKETO GOTO A
RESTAURANT WITH

A LITTLE MAN.

“Yes, there is a neurosurgeon there, but they wouldn't
do the intercranial pressure. They refused to do it.”

“They refused to do intercranial pressure?”

“They said it was too dangerous.”

“Too dangerous? You can lose a brain to this.”

“T know!”

“And go blind . . .7

By this time, everyone is near tears. Yet the room is as calm
and quiet as an Anglican chapel. “What I'd like to know;” Eve-
lyn pleads, “is where do we go from here? What are we looking
at? 'm—I'm—I'm lost. I'm frustrated, I'm angry—I'm a mother.”

In his calm, kind voice, Kopits answers, “You can't go
back like this. She has to be treated. I already have the
neurosurgeon for you. He's extremely talented. The ques-
tion is, how do you do that, moneywise?”

“Yeah, right,” says Evelyn, releasing tension with a burst
of laughter.

“You'll do it,” Kopits says soothingly. “This is going to
be solved, and you are going to be well.”

At this point, both Evelyn and Jocelyn start whimpering
softly. Maybe it's just the sudden shock of the diagnosis.
But there's also something about the way Dr. Kopits is fo-
cused on them, an intensity of devotion—as if he is praying

for them and to them at the same time. “This is sheer non-

sense,” he says. "I mean, what has happened to you, sheer
nonsense. This cannot continue. . . ."

“T know,” says Jocelyn.

“. .. You are too precious.”

or lunch today, Michael and Meredith go to Bennigan's, driving
in a car Michael rented so he could get away from all the
[friggin’ little people. Right now, they're his biggest prob-
lem—not only the masses of them reminding her that she’s a
dwarf and he’s a dwarf but also the cliques that are watching
him and whispering and the other guys who keep hitting on
her. His friend David. Maybe his pal Gibson Reynolds III, an
ironic, urbane dwarf from New York who seems very much
to the deck-shoe born. And also, he wants her to know that
this is what it's like to drive a car with a little man. This is
what it’s like to go to a restaurant with a little man.
As they walk in the door, Meredith turns to him. “This is
a hig step for me,” she says, and he doesn’t have to ask what
she means.
“How do you feel?” he asks.
She reaches over and puts her hand on his. “Nice,” she
says. “T like it.”
But Michael, being Michael, can’t take that for what it is.
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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

GERALD JENKINS



MILES LADIN

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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