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THE HIT PLASTIC SURGERY SHOW EXTREME MAKEOVER PURPORTS
10 TRANSFORM PEOPLE INSIDE AS WELL AS OUT. BUT FAR FROM THE
SPOTLIGHT, AS PARTICIPANTS NEGOTIATE THEIR RADICALLY ALTERED
SENSE OF SELF, ARE THEY REALLY BETTER OFF? RUTH SHALIT REPORTS



efore,” says Melissa Jones, "I'd
fnever even think of driving
dl‘.'n-ﬂ"l |'u:|'r_' jmlﬂ.. a |1L'tiI!-|:. bll.l.h-
bly 29-year-old mother of duree,
is winding her way down 3 con-
;gm!ul lewezl I!hn-rnughﬁm an the
outskins of Sacramento. “1t used
oo be char if [ saw craffic ke this,
I'd pansc and sgar o sweat,” she
sarys, pesturing at the lines of cars
and trucks snaking along the
four-lane highway. “[ was dhar
insecuire. It was really emble,”

Ir's a beautiful October day,
crisp and windy, and far from
seeming unsure of hersdlf, Jones
is in aggressive good spirits. A
preety, narmow-faced blond, she seers her blue Dodge Neon
confidently, She is wearing jeans, sandals, and 2 white sleeve-
less top that leaves her midsiff fashionably bare, Dangling
from the rearview mirror is a tiny sign thar reads MEASE
FGERAORE THESE MAGHNIFICERT TTTS

"I had so listhe confadence before, | wouldn't even pur gas in
|:'|'|:.-' car! ::.;nb:ulu..: ﬁm'lﬂ.ﬂr:uwl'u:l new mn.;'.‘wrm
Iin#ri: bl.:.'iil'h‘.*l.!.. Hi.l"u:ll']"ﬂl'l.s,. 1 was HJI'I:!] | w:.'l.g:ling_!n
do something wrong,™ Jones mraces thise irranional fears wo ber
trauma-filled Minnesots childhood. A mousy,
oubcae with pmlnh'lin.g s, a hm':." noee, arsd 3 far chest,
she had nonethdes entertained Walter Mitty-euque Brtade
of becoming 2 model. “1 really had this dream thar [ could
be in 3 magazine,” she sy, “Then I'd go 1o school and ger
!ﬁ“xdin the halbazy or have my books knodked owt of my
hands. And I'd juse foel dumpy again.”

All thar changed, Jones says, following her April 2003
appearance on Exreme Makeover, the ABC plastic surgery
show in which self-proclaimed ugly ducklings are resculpeed
into Hollywood-style beauties. “After 1 got back, 1 didn’t fod
wlunman'rmrr shn:u}'s. “The insgant dthuml@:.ﬁnt
off, all my pain, all my insecuritics were gone.”

There were a lot of bandages. “1 had rhinoplasty, obwi-
ously,” Jones says. “1 had my ears pinned back. Breast
implants, Borox and collagen. Then they did the ummy
tuck, It was just a whirbwind! And then dhe brow lifr. Thar's
what makes me look so much more vivacious and alert,”
The new Melissa has finespun blond hair, a curvaceous
figure, and a subde nose. Thanks 1o LASIK surgery, the
Velma Dinkley glasses are gone; and her once-thin lips are
rnu:.-'.:nrl I:H;‘.I:-HI.LI'IE. 1 lawok hit,” }ﬂﬁ-’.‘&ﬂ}'!-

Since it premiete one year ago, Savme Makrover has been
slammed a5 dark, disturbing, and macabre—a harbinger of
a Tioslight Zone future in which women are nurmed inw Bar-
bie dodls and all that is unicue and treasurable s obliverated by
the s scalpel. The Aswciated Press has declared that
the show “recks of exploitation.” On CNN, a health maga-
zine editor criticized the show for sending a “frightening”
g (1] oells us that we are broken. And dhar the bes
way, and sometimes the only way. to fix oursehves is through

extremne, and also extremely expensive, plastic surgeny.”

Not surprisingly, those chosen 1o appear on the show
coubdnt disagree more. “This wasn't abourt vaniry,” argues
Lari Fkl}':l. F ﬂ-ﬂjﬂr-ulri mather f'rum 'r:u:lp {'.cnl;r.'r. an
York, who savs thar her weak chin and hooked nose made
her the town panish, "1 used o stand our. MNow [ blend in. Ie
et feels 5o E.HH'I to En.:ll_'!.' be free.” 51].1 fu:mcl., “This showr
isnt abour picking size 4 women and making them into 2
saze 0. Ir's abowr the underdog doing something exeraoedi-
nary. That’s something we as Amenicans love o wanch,”

She’s :I“ighf_ The sheea's bathetic Formula i appealing as
it b5 pradicrable. Ar the searr of the bour, we are ineroduced
i this week’s plucky subject, whose stical exerion, we are
told, conceals grievous emotional wounds—the legacy of an
Llnh'h'cl].' mirse, a concave dhest, a3 Himmibderan overbize, Bur
wair, there's hope: “All her life, Paula has sacrificed for every-
one else,” the show’s announcer iones, “MNow we want o
do something for ber,”

The money shot, of course, is the dimactic “reveal,” in
which the former plain Jane, who has spent seven weeks
hibernating like a gauze-wrapped caterpillar in a Beverly
Hills aftercare Fil::ili‘i}" and hotel, comes pirouctting our
from behind a cumain in a owirly evening dress as bouquet-
clutching family members gasp in joy and confusion. “I
went a five out.” commented one husband on a recent
episode. “1 got back a 10.”

It's casy o understand all the critical piling-on. There is
somiething cringemuaking abouwt dhe show's effors
voyeurism as updift, to intercut footage of surgical s grind-
ing through bone with New Age platitudes (" This is just
somiething Mommy's goe wo do for me”). But all the sneering
oocludes, as the show'’s cebebrity dentises would <y, the real
questions. Months after surgery, after the klieg lights have
faded and the groomers and stylists have departed, are the
participants berter offf Has the show made good on its
audacious promise 1o “mansform [these patients’] lives and
destinies™ Or are some just rrading in their body image prob-
lerms for 2 whole new st of woe?

““WE'RE BREAKING NEW GROUND"
It’s certainly true that Extrerme Makeover has transformed lives
and that the transformation is as much internal as it is
exernal. "With -cﬂ.n.gdit.l] ceal, participants speak ol creers
rejuvenared, self-esteem nourished, and pent-up emotions
redeased wath a deft pwnss of dhe scalpel.

"For as long as | can remember, my nose has hindered
me,” says Floyd, whose before photos reveal a bedraggled-
looking woman with a prominent nose, drooping c:,-'r:lirl\,
and a chin flowing diagonally into her neck. *1 quir high
school because of it, My kidks would get in fights because of
it | wad i'l]:‘lﬂ"."l.:r'l. Ll.'l|.'II1.E, dq.lrmwj Hprct

Every year, when she and her hushum.i received their tax
refund, Floyd fantasized abour gering a nose job. Then
shed think abour all the other things thar 55,000 could pay
for. “Property taxes, school clothes. A thousand for home
fuel oil. A thousand for a cow and a pig—rthat’s enough
steak and pork chops to feed the family for a year™ >
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