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			“And though she be but little,
she is fierce.”

			–WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

		

	
		
			 

			To Mom, Joe, Penelope, D’Artagnan, and Bourn. 

			This book would not be possible without you. 

			I love you all so very much.

		

	
		

			CONTENTS

			Acknowledgments

			Introduction: Climb Every Mountain

			CHAPTER ONE: Geese Are Assholes

			CHAPTER TWO: If You Can’t Get Past My Size, You’re The One Who’s Small

			CHAPTER THREE: Spectacular

			CHAPTER FOUR: Evil Elf

			CHAPTER FIVE: Faygo

			CHAPTER SIX: Leaving Las Vegas

			CHAPTER SEVEN: The M-Word

			CHAPTER EIGHT: House of T-Pain

			CHAPTER NINE: On My Own

			CHAPTER TEN: Oklahoma

			CHAPTER ELEVEN: Little People Problems

			CHAPTER TWELVE: Little Ladies

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN: The End of The Rainbow

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Penny from Heaven

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Reach for The Stars

		

		
			 

		

	
		

			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			I would like to thank the following people (listed in no particular order): 

			 

			Lifetime for believing in Little Women and me!

			Roy Rosental for always believing in me and for being the driving force.

			Post Hill Press for making this book a reality.

			Wenonah Hoye for her editorial direction.

			Chris Coelen—none of this would be possible without you.

			Dad, I see you visiting me often with love.  

			Erica Duff you are my right hand!  

			Tabitha Barnes—thank you thank you thank you.  

			Larry Zerner, Bob Odmark, Betty Howe, Aunt Julie, Uncle Pat, and Uncle Jerry.

			Mrs. BMW (aka Bonnie) the choir teacher who said: “You can!” 

			Dancing with the Stars and Sasha Farber, for never doubting we could do it.

			My publicist, Susan Madore.

			Paria Sadighi for highlighting my life.

			Tovah Collins, my sister from another mister.

			Dr. Danielpour for changing my daughter’s world, and our world too. 

			Dr. Jick: You are the best doctor a girl could ever ask for. 

			Citizen Cope for music.

			Alejandra and Crystal, my life would not be the same without the three amigas!

			Leah Smith, though we are far apart, you are in my heart. 

			Scott Lonker for believing that there was a show before there was a show. 

			Kinetic Content for taking a chance and being so incredible on this Little Women journey.

			Eric Detwiler (EP, show runner, therapist, and friend): Thank you! 

			Ashley Snoddgrass, there are few friends like you. I love you.

			Sarah Smith: Keep singing!

			Jennifer Lee, for helping put a roof over our heads.

			Patricia Gnoffo, the best mother-in-law I could have hoped for.

			Scott Rohlfs for the beautiful cover and rocking multiple photo shoots!

			Karl Giant for the amazing Mini Britney and Mini Gaga photos.

			Adriana for making me beautiful.

			Forte Animal Rescue and Animal Defense League.

			 

			And a big thank you to the ladies of Little Women: LA: Tonya Banks, Briana Renee, Jasmine Sorge, Elena Gant, Traci Harrison, Christy Gibel, and Brittany Guzman.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			CLIMB EVERY MOUNTAIN

			I have never been one to allow my dwarfism to stand in the way of anything I have wanted to achieve. As a little person (or LP, as we like to call ourselves), I have experienced discrimination and inequality my entire life. I have been told over and over that I couldn’t do certain things because of my size, but I refuse to allow anything or anyone to hold me down. While others may see dwarfism as a disability, I have learned to embrace my size and to work that much harder to achieve my goals. So, when the opportunity to climb a 140-foot pyramid presented itself, my immediate reaction was: Challenge accepted. 

			We were in Mexico filming for Season 4 of Little Women: LA, and it was actually on that trip that it hit me for the first time just how popular the Little Women franchise had become. At the time, Little Women: LA and Terra’s Little Family were the highest rated shows on Lifetime in all of Latin America, and everywhere we went we were getting recognized from the show. People kept running up to us and shouting “¡Las Penqueñas Grandes Mujeres!” and asking “¿Dónde está Peh-neh-lopé?” It was so mind blowing to have this feeling of love from fans that transcended language and culture.

			Towards the end of the trip, Jasmine (who had joined the cast the previous season and whose family is from Mexico) had arranged for pedicabs to take us through the ancient Mayan ruins of Coba and for us to climb Ixmoja, the second tallest pyramid on the Yucatan Peninsula. For a little person, steps are (at best) physically challenging, but the 122 ancient stone steps leading to the top of this pyramid was a whole new level of pain. They were almost half as tall as the average LP, some of them were loose, and it had been raining all morning so the pyramid was wet and muddy and the steps felt like they were covered in oil. As if that wasn’t enough to scare the crap out of you, our guide (Jasmine’s cousin) told us that people had actually fallen to their deaths while climbing to the top. 

			Out of all the other ladies on the show, Jasmine and Tonya made it the farthest, but even they turned back about a quarter of the way up. You would step on a stone that looked stable, only to have it slip out from under your feet and go flying down the side of the pyramid; there’s no railing, so if you fall you fall. My arms and legs were shaking and I kept losing my balance, so I was pretty much on all fours most of the way up (meanwhile, all around me there were children skipping up and down the pyramid like mountain goats). 

			Because we were filming for the show, a camera had to follow me up and thankfully our director of photography (whose full name is Theresa, but who everybody calls “T”) volunteered for the job. T joined the crew in Season Two and from day one she has always worn her dark hair slicked back into a bun. It’s so tight that I like to tease her that on a clear day I can see my reflection in it. Because she has such a chill energy, T is always a calming presence when we’re filming and that day was no exception. She was right there with me the whole way up, like an angel by my side, cheering me on, “I know you got this, Terra. I know you can do it.” I just kept focusing on the sound of her voice as I was climbing because in that moment, she was my motivation to make it to the top. I was carrying a big, heavy backpack, and I remember someone telling me to take it off, but by that point I felt like it was the only thing grounding me to the pyramid. About fifteen steps from the top, I heard a whistle blow and an announcement in Spanish, which judging by the fading light I knew must mean they were shutting down the pyramid for the day. No way in hell was I making it that far and not getting to the top, so I chose to ignore the man shouting “Nadie más. Nadie más,” and pushed on. 

			I may have been one of the last people to make it to the top that day, but climbing that last step and reaching the top of the pyramid was exhilarating. It had been such a long, exhausting journey up, but once I reached the top I experienced the most intense sense of joyful accomplishment. Later, T told me that no one had expected any of us to make it more than a few steps up, but she knew I would make it all the way to the top. That wasn’t the first time I had been underestimated by some, and it certainly won’t be the last. 

			Looking down on the world from high atop that pyramid, I began to reflect on my life up to that moment and of all the steps I had climbed to get to where I was that day. As a little person, I’d battled discrimination, ignorance, and prejudice my entire life, and I’d been underestimated and overlooked because of my size more times than I care to remember. And at that moment, after over a decade struggling to carve out a successful career for myself in the entertainment industry and fighting to be taken seriously as a performer in my own right, I had two number one shows on television, I was married to the love of my life, and we had a beautiful baby girl and another child on the way. The journey there had been long and hard, but reaching the top that day I had no doubt that this was exactly where I was meant to be.
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CHAPTER ONE

			GEESE ARE ASSHOLES

			When I was born, I weighed 9 pounds 10 ounces and was the biggest baby in the hospital. That was the last time my size would ever be considered “above average.” After thirty-six hours of labor my mother ultimately had a C-section because she couldn’t pass my oversized head through the birth canal. I came into the world with such severe clubfeet that my mom said it looked like my feet were wrapped around my legs; so right away she and my dad knew I had health issues. But the first real inkling they had how different I was from other babies was when the doctor came to see my mother a day or two into her recovery from the C-section and asked her if she had any short people in her family.

			“My grandmother was five feet,” she told him.
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			“No, I mean extremely short,” he pressed. “Do you have any relatives under five feet?” My father’s side of the family were all five ten or taller. After emigrating from Sweden, they dropped the umlaut in their name, but over there Ödmark is as common as Smith is in the US. My maternal grandmother, Agnes Eaves, was five eleven (with size twelve feet). Her parents were farmers from Norway who had actually booked passage on the Titanic, only to be told when they tried to board that they had purchased counterfeit tickets. They ended up having to scrape together what little money they had left to get on the next ship out—which saved their lives. My maternal grandfather, Homer Eaves, was a Native American. His father, Red Cloud (who legally changed his name to George Washington because of all the discrimination Native Americans faced at the turn of the century) died just a few weeks after I was born when he was hit by lightning while driving a tractor on the family farm. My uncle, Vallie “Chief” Eaves, was a pitcher for the White Sox in the 1930s. It was their mother, my maternal great-grandmother, who was five feet tall. 
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My uncle, Vallie “Chief” Eaves, in his White Sox uniform.

			 

			My mom definitely thought the doctor’s line of questioning was odd, but when she told him that we didn’t have any relatives shorter than five feet he left it at that, so she did too. She just assumed the reason they kept taking me for tests was because of my feet. Today, doctors generally let clubfeet heal on their own, but at the time they put me in casts to help set them straight, so I spent the first three months of my life with tiny casts on both of my legs. My mother was in the hospital for two weeks recovering from the C-section and on the day she was discharged and getting ready to take me home, the doctor told her that the test results confirmed what he already suspected: that I had achondroplasia, a bone growth disorder that causes the most common type of short-limbed dwarfism. In 1980, expectant mothers didn’t have genetic testing or anatomy scans during pregnancy, so up to that moment she had no indication that my development might be different from other children’s. The first thought that came to her mind was: What is she going to do, be in the circus? 
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Me (at 3 months) with casts on both my legs.

			 

			Grandma Eaves was the one who was the most freaked out; she was disappointed and scared for my parents. She knew nothing about little people, and she was mostly worried about how raising a child with dwarfism would impact my parents’ lives. My mother’s biggest fear was that I would have learning or cognitive issues. The doctor reassured her that during the early years my development might be slow, but that I would eventually catch up—which I did—but that was pretty much the extent of his awareness. Back then doctors didn’t know that all average-sized parents have a 1 in 30,000 chance of having a child born with dwarfism. Instead they assumed that it must run in the family, which is why the doctor kept asking my mother if she had any “extremely” short people in her family.

			Now we know that dwarfism is a genetic mutation. There are over two hundred different kinds of bone or hormone conditions that cause dwarfism, most of which can only be inherited if one or both parents have the same dominant gene—some can’t be inherited at all. With achondroplasia, researchers have been able to isolate the gene (FGFR3) to identify and confirm the diagnosis in utero, but there are also definite characteristics: our torsos are of average size, but our arms and legs are shorter; our fingers naturally curve (making it look like we are super Star Trek fans); we also tend to have larger heads (the larger the head, the bigger the brain, I always say); and we have bowing in our legs, which gives us our signature waddle. All little people have certain health issues and physical limitations that come with the package, but our hearts and our minds are as big as everyone else’s.
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			I GREW UP IN THE heart of Texas Hill Country. The first six years of my life we lived in Canyon Lake, a sleepy little town just north of San Antonio. It’s nicknamed “The Water Recreation Capital of Texas” because most of the town is either on the reservoir or the Guadalupe River. Most of the industry is based around summer cottages, campgrounds, water outfitters, and tubing operations. 

			My dad was a contractor, and he built a lot of the homes in our neighborhood. After I was born he invested in a couple of acres right on the river and built two houses, one right next to the other. One was a bright yellow, two-story lake house, and the other was a one-story bungalow that was fifty shades of beige; we called them the Big House and the Little House. Between the two houses was a ditch with natural springs, where we used to play all the time when I was a kid; the city eventually filled it with concrete because it was creating a sinkhole. I remember these mounds of dirt everywhere, and if you disturbed them fire ants would come charging out and attack you. We alternated living in the two houses, but mostly we lived in the Big House. There were massive pecan trees in our front yard for climbing and the river just steps from our back porch. Near where we lived there was a bend in the river called the Horseshoe Loop, and on a typical summer day you’d see at least ten people floating down the river from our back porch at any one time. It was a pretty idyllic place for two energetic kids to grow up. 

			All along the river are wild geese that come up to forage for scraps from the various cottages and campgrounds. My Grandma Eaves lived on the river a couple of miles away in a much poorer area of town. I remember always hugging her leg because she was so tall she seemed like such a giant to me. She was a huge animal lover and every day she fed the geese, even after one of them bit off a link of her finger. Little known fact: Geese are assholes. 

			Through the hospital my parents were put in touch with Little People of America, an organization that provides support and resources to people with dwarfism and their families. Right away they started going to local meetings once a month. That’s where they met Betty Howe, a special education teacher at the local high school who was the Canyon Lake LPA chapter president. Betty and my mom hit it off right away, and they became like sisters. She was a tremendous source of experience and support for my parents over the years, and she ended up being like a second mother to me. 

			Four days after my first birthday, my brother was born on an army base in New Mexico. He had such serious health issues that he was flown on a jet to a military hospital twenty miles away from us in New Braunfels, Texas. All my mother and father were told was that the biological father was an officer in the military, and that when it seemed unlikely my brother would survive the parents signed over all their parental rights to the hospital in Texas and gave them a DNR order. In addition to having dwarfism, my brother had come into the world upside down, backwards, and he had inhaled amniotic fluid in the womb. No one thought he would survive, but for three months he struggled, clinging to life, in the NICU. When he began to show signs of making it, the hospital reached out to LPA, who in turn contacted Betty about finding him adoptive parents—though, there was no shortage of nurses and doctors who had put their names on the list of potential adoptive parents.
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Mom and Dad visiting Bourn in the NICU.
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Our first Christmas together as brother and sister.

			 

			Betty had wanted to adopt him, but in the end she wasn’t in a position to take him in. She knew that my mom and dad were planning to have another child, so she told them all about this achon baby up for adoption and how he had survived in spite of overwhelming health issues. My parents felt it was a sign that there was a baby with my type of dwarfism being held a hospital so close by. Without hesitation, they decided to adopt him, and they asked Betty to be our godmother. My mom named the baby Bourn, which means stream or small body of water. (My name means earth.) She gave us names tied to the natural world to honor her Native American heritage.

			
			From the moment he came into our lives, Bourn and I were inseparable. I know it’s crazy (because I was barely older than a year) but I have a vivid memory of being at the hospital and looking down into a glass box holding this tiny, doll-like baby with tubes coming out of his nose and stomach. He almost didn’t look real, but I knew he was my brother.
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			IT TOOK ME A LONG time to realize that my father wasn’t the man that I thought he was. My parents met when they were in their twenties. At the time, my father was an Airman 3.C. in the air force. He had been stationed abroad, but when he started having painful digestion issues they discovered his stomach was upside down and he had to be shipped back home for surgery. Afterward, to satisfy the balance of his draft requirement, he was sent to Ft. Sam Houston airbase in San Antonio, Texas, where my mom was working as a secretary. The first time they met, he was literally sweeping the floor under her feet. For years they had tried unsuccessfully to have a baby, and they had been married for ten years before I was born. By the time my mother was in her mid-thirties she had pretty much given up on the idea of having children. By then my father was a full-fledged functioning alcoholic and my mother had reached the point where she was seriously considering divorcing him. Then, out of the blue, she got pregnant with me. After I was born my dad seemed to turn over a new leaf. For a time, he was the loving, stable, responsible husband and father that my mom had always wanted him to be, and she fell in love with him all over again. 

			Richard Odmark and Karolyn Eaves could not have been more different. My dad was a man’s man, a contractor who loved his steaks rare and his drinks strong. He was a partier, and he loved to host. He was an amazing cook and whenever he prepared a feast, there would always be a big slab of meat; even his beans would have bacon in them. His main specialty was brisket, which he stubbornly continued to make for me every time I visited him even though I kept reminding him I hadn’t eaten red meat since I was eleven. My mom was earthier, with an infinite love for animals and a burning desire to save the world. When I was eleven, she had an awakening and became an environmentalist and animal rights activist. I’ll never forget coming home from school with Bourn one day to find her crying and throwing out all the meat in the fridge. I was like, “Nooo, not the chicken nuggets!”
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Early photo of my parents, circa 1970.

			 

			 

			She had briefly been a college professor, but she realized early on that she hated teaching and left academia for a quieter life driving a truck for UPS, where she ended up working for almost forty years (when she retired she was honored for over thirty-five years of safe driving), so she could focus on her true passions: protecting the environment and rescuing animals. Because she delivered packages all over Canyon Lake and San Antonio, our mom knew everybody. At Christmas our house was always filled with gifts, not for us but for our mom from all the people on her route. 

			My parents were married for a little over sixteen years, and for some of those years they were happy, that is, when my dad’s drinking wasn’t getting the best of him. When Bourn and I were little, our mom started getting notices in the mail that our dad owed thousands of dollars for jobs he wasn’t completing. She would confront him and they would argue. One of my earliest memories is of being in the living room with my brother and hearing my parents’ voices getting louder and angrier. My dad was in the dining room, my mom was in the kitchen, and they were yelling at each other through the cutout in the wall. I can still see the ugly, dark brown and beige vinyl flooring that we were lying on and hear the anger and frustration in my mother’s voice. It got so dirty that he was signing her name on documents, dragging her (and, by extension, us) into his messes. But my mom hid all of that from us, so growing up we thought our dad could do no wrong.
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My third birthday.

			 

			When I was six they divorced and we moved out of the Big House. Our mom bought a place in San Antonio to be closer to the UPS depot where she picked up her truck and all the packages for her route. Our dad moved into an apartment complex about ten minutes away, where he met a woman who had just moved to Texas from Mexico. She barely spoke any English, but within a year they were married. The divorce wasn’t so hard for me because I was so young and I still got to see my dad regularly, but it was much more difficult accepting this new woman into our lives because it happened so quickly. 

			Even after my father remarried he kept drinking, but because he was always functional and never seemed drunk nobody ever called him on it. I remember going over to his apartment when I was a kid and he’d have these purple satchel-like drawstring bags all over the place. They had gold stitching around the seams, and on one side was a fancy gold script that read: Crown Royal. I would use them to carry my toys around in or wear them like a purse. I had no clue that all these “fancy” bags were the byproduct of my father’s weakness for whiskey.

			My mom never spoke to us about what was going on with our dad, so it wasn’t until I was in high school that I started to understand how serious his drinking was. After his company went under, he bounced around from job to job and was in and out of rehab. I remember one time, dropping him off at rehab and bawling my eyes out in the car. When he came back a month later, I truly thought he was better, but within weeks he was drinking again. It just turned into him hiding his drinking from everybody. Later on, when I was in my late twenties and living in LA, he began having liver issues. He was supposed quit drinking once and for all. If you asked him, he would say that he quit and that he only drank wine. But when my stepmother would go to the bathroom I would watch him sneak over to the air conditioner unit to take swigs out of a bottle of whiskey he’d squirreled away. I regret not telling my dad that he should stop drinking, or that he was hurting himself, but I always felt that my time with my dad was so precious that I never wanted to spend it being confrontational with him about his drinking. 

			In the divorce my mom got the Big House and my dad got the Little House, but he never kept up with child support payments so eventually my mom got the Little House as well. He ended up putting my mom in a difficult place because he didn’t complete jobs but took the money anyway, so the people he owed money to put liens on both houses. My mom couldn’t sell the properties, so she had no choice but to keep renting them out, and she ended up being tied to them for the next fifteen years. 
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			FOR AS LONG AS I can remember all I have wanted to do is sing and dance. Growing up we spent our summers up north in Charlevoix, Michigan, with my father’s family. We would have these big family reunions with my dad’s brother Bob, their sister Julie, and all my cousins. The whole family was musical. Uncle Bob played the French horn, Aunt Julie played flute, and my dad was an amazing oboist. Their father, Clarence Odmark, was a violinist who led the local high school band from 1946–1974. After Grandpa Odie retired, they named the town’s amphitheater after him. My Grandma Jan was a high school choir teacher, and she would teach me songs and then, in the evenings after dinner, I would perform for the entire family. I loved having an audience; the compliments and praise I would get felt so gratifying. This was before my parents were divorced, so I must have been around three or four, but I knew even then that I wanted to be a performer. I felt like it was in my blood. 
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Bourn and I going for a ride in our dad’s speedboat during our summer visits to Charlevoix.
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Bourn and I, playing at Grandma Jan's

			 

			When I was five, my parents sent me to a private preschool. At the end of the year the school had a talent show, and I was going to sing “Sandy” from the 1982 film version of the musical Annie. I had the perfect little red dress and my mom had learned how to do my hair up in tight little Annie curls; we had choreography worked out and everything. I even had a Sandy, which was one of those battery-operated dogs that walks a few inches, does a flip, and then lands on its feet. I remember rehearsing in the living room and in the middle of the song I did this twirl, and I tripped and slammed my face into the fireplace. My parents rushed me to the hospital, where I got six stiches in my chin. If you’re achon (short for achondroplasia) like me, you fall a lot. Most of my achon friends have a similar scar either on their chins or their foreheads. It must have something to do with our center of gravity, and the fact that with our shortened limbs it’s harder to catch ourselves when we fall. I’ve had to get stiches in the same spot on my chin four different times—the most was thirteen stitches.

			On the morning of the talent show my mom sat me down and said, “I’m so sorry, honey, but I’m afraid the show’s been canceled.” 

			But—I was all ready to go with my little red dress, my hair all curled, and my dumb dog that did flips. 

			“Why, mommy?” I asked.

			“Because it’s raining,” she answered. 

			I looked out the window and not a single drop was falling from the sky. 

			“It’s raining there, not here,” she said firmly. 

			It wasn’t until years later that my mom told me what had really happened. Apparently, the school had decided it was best I didn’t perform because they didn’t want me to be made fun of for being different; they didn’t think the other children would understand my “situation.” My mom argued back and forth with them about it, but the school wouldn’t budge. So she was left with a heartbroken little girl who couldn’t understand why she wasn’t getting to perform the song she’d been working on so intensely that she split her chin open doing a twirl. What amazed me when my mom told me this story was the fact that it wasn’t the kids at the school who had an issue with me being different, it was the adults who were in charge of “educating” those children who couldn’t see past my size.

			After my parents split up and we left Canyon Lake, our mom pulled us out of that private school and enrolled us at Northwood Elementary in San Antonio. I remember that first day so vividly because that was the day I first became aware that I was “little.” I’d never been to a public school and I was nervous because I didn’t know anyone. We were sitting in these rows of connected desks, and the chairs were slippery so I was having a hard time sitting all the way up. I remember the teacher standing at the front of the classroom and explaining the rules to us. 

			“Children,” she said, “you must sit up straight with your hands on your desks and your feet on the ground. If you have a question during class you must raise your hand to be called on.”

			Immediately, a boy sitting in the row next to me raised his hand. 

			“Yes, Clayton,” said the teacher. 

			He looked at me and said in the most timid voice, “But, Miss, this little girl can’t put her feet on the ground.” 

			The whole class was looking at me and I could hear some kids giggling, before the teacher shushed them. I remember looking around at all the other children in the room, trying to understand why it was that their feet could touch the ground but my feet were dangling. Later, the teacher pulled me aside and told me she could put a stool under my seat because my legs kept going to sleep. 
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			I NEVER DID ASK MY mom why my feet didn’t touch the floor. We never had “the talk.” Mom was always waiting, and she was prepared for it, but the question never came. Recently she said to me, “I was always expecting to one day hear the question, but I never did. Not from you or your brother.” I think I just wasn’t ready to accept who I was, so if I didn’t say it out loud then it wasn’t real.

			Other than my brother, I didn’t really know any little people my own age. We grew up going to local Little People of America meetings every month, and before we moved to San Antonio my parents used to host chapter meetings at the Big House, but I never felt like a little person. The LPs at our local meetings were all adults, and growing up I’d look at them and think: I don’t look like them. I don’t waddle when I walk like they do. If Bourn and I were out with our mom, people would make comments like, “Oh, they’re so adorable” or “Are they twins?” Never did I hear, “Oh my gosh, they are so small,” or, “Why do you look like that?”—until I was much older. But if we went out with Betty, who was achon like us, people would stare at us or they would assume she was our mother. That’s when I became self-conscious of our size and I would feel ashamed and embarrassed. 

			When I was fourteen our mother took Bourn and me to our first national LPA conference. My parents convinced me to go, but I didn’t want to. By then I knew I was little, I just didn’t think I was little like them. I was still very much in denial. I remember walking into the lobby of the hotel in San Antonio where the convention was being held and feeling like my feet had turned to concrete. I just stood there, staring at everyone. It was honestly the weirdest experience to be looking at so many other people at eye level. At that point, I hadn’t even been to a regional meeting (where you’d have a gathering of three hundred little people), so I went from chapter meetings with twenty to thirty members to 1,800 little people looking me right in the eye.

			I remember going out to eat that first night at the hotel restaurant, and there were little people with dozens of different types of dwarfism at the tables all around us. Imagine growing up in a world where you are different from everyone else around you, and you know that you are different from everyone else, but you’ve never really met anyone like you before. Then one day, you find yourself eating dinner at the San Antonio Marriott surrounded by hundreds of people who look just like you, and move just like you, and for the first time in your life you feel like you belong. That is what it’s like going to your first national LPA conference. 

			It was a quiet dinner because Bourn and I were still just digesting it all. During national conferences, there’s usually a dance held every night in the hotel banquet hall from 9:00 p.m. to 1:00 a.m., so after dinner we decided to check it out. There was a DJ, lights, a dance floor, and everything; it reminded me of a wedding reception or a prom. I remember being at the dance, still not really talking to anyone, and a kid my age came over to me.

			“I like your shoes,” he said.

			“Thanks,” I said.

			Now, this may seem like an insignificant moment to most people, but it was life changing for me. Other than my brother, I’d never talked to another little person my age before. He asked me to dance, and that night was the most fun I had ever had in my entire life at that point.

			 

			
				[image: __20170517_0011.png]
			

			
Me and Bourn with Billy Barty, the founder of Little People of America (1994, San Antonio conference).

			 

			At national LPA conferences, there are different events throughout the week that go on every night. There are fashion, talent, and comedy shows, all kinds of sporting events and competitions, and an awards banquet at the end of the week. As a little person, you finally feel like it’s a level playing field. It only took me that first day to get over the hump; from there I was hooked. That year, I sang a duet with Bourn from My Fair Lady in the talent show and Bourn joined the basketball team. He’d always wanted to play sports, but until then our mom had made him stick to golf because she was so worried he’d get hurt. We both made tons of friends (some of whom are in my life to this day), and I didn’t want it to end. For the first time in my life I felt “normal.” Our mom promised she’d take us to the convention in Denver the following year, and she did. LPA sends out quarterly newsletters and after a conference there are always tons of photos from the various events. I remember checking the mail every day and then, when the newsletter finally came, excitedly scanning every single page for photos of me and my friends.
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