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student; "about how ‘the other
klds call the Magic Me kids sis-
sies; about how you have 1o Im-
press your friends by acting up.

*What's more important,*
Patty asks, “what other people
think of you or what you th!nk
of yourselfd®

*What you think of yourself,”
comes the chorus.

Now the guidance counselor
weighs in. “1 hope you have got-
ten something out of this,” she
lectures. °1 hope you've learned
you ¢an be good students.”

No one says a2 word. They
have tuned her out and gone 2
million miles away.

After the kids leave, Pauy
and Ari ponder the question ol
how they are able to get the
kids to pay attention and hehave
when teachers throughout the
school complain it's an impossi-
ble task.

*I's 2 smaller group,” says
Patry,

*There's no homework,” says
Ari

“It's an experience thing,”
savs Pauty, "They're ceenting it.
Il i’s boring, they have to take
the responsibility. It's just 3 to-
tlly dilferent setting.”

“We're more laid-back,” Ari
says. “Our jobs don’t depend on
them being tested.”

Pechaps the most illuminat-
ing incident of the alternaon,
however, arrived when Shawn
fell off his chiir. He had been
tipping his chair backward. He
had tipped it forward. He tipped
it sideways, every moment defy-
ing gravuy. Neather Ari nor Pauty
said 2 word. After he [ell, aflter
evervone laughed, he got back
up. And not one more time did
he tip his chair or even squirm
init.

This would rarely huppen in
3 regular classcoom. The teach:
er would huve interrupted the
class numerous times telling
the kid to sit still. And the kid
never would have satstill.

"auy thinks about the inci-
dent 2 htle more.

“Our expectations aren’t that
they'Il sit with their hands fold-
ed.” she says

Il vou let the little things
0. Ari says, “they don't seem
tobecome a problem.*

*WXe ask them the questions,”
Pauty says. “They have the an-
swers, not us. | think that's the
key -- they're creating the
group and creating what they
want to create and finding the
answers.”

Kathy Levin and her tiny staff
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at Magic Me are trylng to substl-
tute the powerful lessons of the
nursing home, where kids find
themselves able to bring smiles
and tears of gratlwude from the
most dour (aces, [or the lessons
of the neighborhoods, where
girls are molested and boys are
bullied and shot and il you look
around yoursell, you see there's
absolutely no reason to hope for
2 job or incentive 10 get an edlu-
cation.

They do this with a terrible
and wonderlul honesty, an un-
Ninching look ut reality. Duning
this year, onc group of Magic
Me kids [rom Benjamin Franklin
Middle Schoo!l was accuscd of
stealing 1 Goofy doll from a
South Baltimore nursing home.
Allred was doubtful they had,
but the director was convinced
of it.

“How could someone with
such flimsy evidence be con-
vinced you're responsible?” Al-
fred asked them. "You have u
reputation problem.”

The kids, protesting their in-
nocence, refused to grapple
with the fact that they might be
barred from the nursing home.
Alflced, frustraied, 1old him he
wasn’t going to waste his time il
they wouldn’t come to terms
with their problem. He teft the
meeting, but us he reached his
car he reconsidered and re-
turned to the meeting room. He
found the kids in the middle ol
a soul-searching session, decid-
ing to write a letter of apology.
The next day they each contrib.
uted 57 cents to pay for a new
doll, and the nursing home let
thewm return.

On a hot August day, a group
of Magic Me kids from South
Raltimore was visiting the Dea
ton Nursing Home across from
the Inner Harhor. They pushed
the patients in wheelchairs out
to the courtyard, where they
moved a toy busketball net f[rom
patient to paticant and gave them
2 ball to shoot haskets.

“Most of them just like for us
to be there,” said Nicole Hurtis,
onc of the youngsters. Onc
woman patient was giving her a
very hard time, alking about
men until Nicole practically
shriveled up with embareass
ment. “Oh, | have men,” the
wonuin said. “1I'm suill getting
them.”

*Oh, my God,” shricked Ni-
cole. But she didn't flee.

Later in the year, on a raw,
rainy November duay, a Booker
T. group visited Franklin Court

Nursing Home in West Balii-
more and helped the patients
draw pumpkins. There was 2
warm glow 1o the sterile room
as the patients smiled at the
kids and reached up (rom thelr
chairs for a hug.

*1 thought | would be un:
comfortable,” said Alexis Cox, a
sixth-grader. °1 didn’t know
what to say.” She was having a
lively conversation with a tiny
smiling patient, Lavinia Carter.
Alexis helped her draw and Mrs.
Carter beamed, slipping her 2
butterscotch and squeezing her
check. .

‘11 was a [antasy,” says Kathy
Levin, “a crazy f[antasy.”

Kathy, us everyone in Magic
Me culls her, is 2 33.year-old
woman who often breaks into 2
hearty laugh. Aflter graduating
from Brown University in 1979,
she returned to Baltimore in
1979 looking for something 10
do. She had grown up here and
graduated [rom the Park School
She had enough f(a:nily money
— her (ather was 1n the steel
business — that she could al-
ford to look for an opportunity
to do good and didn't have 10
have a paycheck coming inright
away.

1 was struck by the possibil-
ity that if you could turn around
the nepative energy in pre-
teens, you could accomplish an
awlul lot,” she says. “Kids are so
full of energy, but it doesn’t
have u very good direction out-
ward.”

“If you could turn it into
something that would help peo-
ple ... ° she says, adding, "1
can't finish the sentence. Wow.
1t's because | couldn’t finish the
sentence that Magic Me was
born. ) 1 could turn that encrgy
into anything it would be
damned good.”

She hersell had wvisited
nursing home during her col-
lege davs with a vague idea of
trying to do something good.
She encountered a4 105-year-old
woman drooling and thought
she should go over and say hel-
lo. "This is a very imporiant
thing here,” Kathy says. -
couldn’t co it, and | thought
something.was wrong. | real-
ized she was more powerful
than 1. 1 wanted to get closer 1o
her, and something about her
started all those questions. Who
is the one trapped inside the
body she doesn’t want 1o be
trapped in?°

Kathy was not quite at the
point of turning the questions



into Magic Me. She took 2 job in
New York, working in product
development, “It was exciting,*
Kathy says, “but pretty Quickly |
felt like cotton candy. So | came
back to Baltimore to sink my
teecth into something.®

She persuaded the principals
ol several Baltimore middle
schools to give her an hour or
so with groups of kids, and she
started asking them questions.
“Do you know what | mean? Do
you know what it means to be
trapped inside 2 body that
doesn’t work the way you want
1o’

Then, with Magic Me exist
ing only in her own mind, she
began asking middle school
pancipals if they could give her
their toughest kids to work
with. Most of them had no idex
of what she was talking about.
They couldn’t imagine what this
beautiful, young, socially con-
nected woman wanted with
their poor kids.

“What got over the hurdle
was persistence.” she says. 1t
was me calling back 900 times. |
realized that | had a greac idex
and they'd be cruzy not 1o see it
would be a bonus. The deal
was, just give me ohe shot with
the kids.”

That was 11 vears ago. For
the first eight years, she did ev.
crything herscll. Now she has a
board. of which she is presi-
dent, and an organization — Al
fred. Pauty. a program coordina-
tor for the Eastern Shore and «
fund-rmiser. She is hoping to
raisc monev to make Magic Me
sell-supporting. instead of draw-
ing on her own bank account
She is unmarriecl, so she can afl-
ford to atlow Magic Me 1o be
come her job as ~well as her fam.
ily. But her financial ventures
are all Magic Me-oriented —
she recently helped produce
the musical “Gypsy™ so she
could get the expenence to de-
velop a musicul of her own. And
when she does her own musi:
cal, the proceeds will go to
Magic Me.

1 would come up with $50
for each bus trip because ! was
so thalled kids wanted to go.”
she says "1 wasn't worried | was
spending money. | was so hip-
py they wanted to go. h all fele
so umique. So 1t cost $507 It was
(abulous.”

She met Allred, who was
working 10 a dropout preven:
tion program at Baltimore's
Northern High School, just as it
Wvas becoming clear she needed

asall,

Allred, who favors Ray-ban-
style sunglasses and mnarvelous
suits, seems (o be able to charm
any kid he mcets. “He couldn’t
for the life of him deal with
some of the kids he had a
Northern with what he had at
his disposal,” Kathy says.

*Everybody kept mentioning
Magic Me and this Kathy Levin
who did crazy things with kids,”
Allred says. °1 had no budget, so
1 needed something | could get
foc free.”

Allred was skeptical but des-

-perate. “Allred said, "These kids

aren’t going to let vou tie them
up,” * Kathy recalls. "They're
tough, large people. So 1 tied
them up. Alfred was morc recri.
fied than the kids. Some of
them didn’t like it, but we
started talking about limits, how
you cian't move when you're
tied up, and the sky opened
up.”

Kathy gave them i passionate
description of what they could
do. “You are powerful enouvgh
to get through your repulsions,”
she said. "You can suve lives
\Who wants to do it

Every hand went up.

Recently, Kathy found her-
sell sitting next to the director
of the Nutional Library for the
Blind on a truin to New York.
They talked, and she had an
idea that kids could help the
blind place orders (or books
with the library. The library di-
rectoar told his Baltimore region-
al office o go ahead with the
project, and Alfred has sent Kids
over for training sessions. Now
the voungsters will be able to
help the blind in Balumore
nursing homes order books.

“1 can't tell you how muny
hours of overtime I've put in be-
cause of her teain rides.” Alfred
says. “She always looks for
someone interesting 1o sit next
t0.”

Kathy's idea of learning sell-
worth through service to others
is one that is gaining more and
more currency. The state of
Maryland has a similar project
geared to hugh school students,
which is run by Kathleen Ken
nedy Townsend and is called
the Macvland Student Service
Alliance

The White House has an of-
fice devoted to service, and at
the end of )anuary President
Bush named Magic Me the
362nd "Duily Paint of Light”
(Referring 1o his speech ¢n
couraging a “thous:and points of

light,” the president has been
recognizing volunteers by des-
ignating 2 point of light six days
2 week.

tast fall, President Bush
suimmoned a busload of Magic
Me 13.year-olds to Washington
for a ceremony extolling the vire
tues of public service. The kids
found themselves suting some-
what uneasily amid the gran-
deur of the East Room, seeming
small and uncertain, where ear
liec in the day, waiting for their
bus outside their schools, they
had looked much Ligger and
vaguely defiant.

There was an empty seat on
the end of the ron in the White
House, and a tall 16-vear old
strode over to take it. *Dream ol

a hifetime,” he boomed as he sat
down.

The young man, in coat.
white leather tie und bluck ten
nis shoes, introduced himsell,
sticking out his hund. “Jeremy
Moczygembi,” he siaid, “San An-
tonio, Texas.”

He was with another group
of student volunteers brought to
the White House for the cere:
mony, and he was pleased, very
pleased. "My biggest dream s 1o
one day become president,” he
said, checking out his future
surroundings.

While the Baltumare kids dis-
cussed the Middle East suuation
on the bus, confusing lriq and
lean, Jeremy not only had the
nuances down. he alreicly had
policy formulated. "1 plan on
ceally going bick to the basics.
to whit America really stands
for,” he suid.

David Missouri, an eighth
grader from Baltimore’'s Benja-
min Franklin Middle School.
was asked il he would like 10 be
president. He looked puzzled at
the very idexa. “Not really,” he
said.

The ceremony ended ind an
chullient Jecemy marched off,
Lack to his hotel and baek 10 2
realm of different expenicnce in
San Antonio, back to the road
that leads 1o the possibility thin
any American kid who wadts
might become president.

The Batumore kids straggled
off to their bus. 1t bumped and
jolted forever back to Baltimore
They told Pauy BBond how they
wished they could take algebra,
but their teachers say they can't
handle it, The bus stopped and
half-a-dozen kids stepped down
and fanncd out into the night,
following the sidewalks back to
the West Baltumore projects. @



















