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Valerie Burton Worrell, left, comforts Je’Quera Hawkins as she becomes emotional as she reads a poem dedicated to
her father who is in jail during a Girls’ Club celebration. The club was designed to reach at-risk youths with positive
after-school activities.

Girls’ Club
celebrates progress
By EARL KELLY
Staff Writer
There was a lot of fancy stepping
going on at the Eastport Community Center Wednesday night, as the
members of the Girls’ Club celebrated
completing the club’s first program.
About 120 people attended the show
and, afterward, had a dinner served
by the Girls’ Club and their sponsors.
Eight women from Eastport, with
help from the Eastport Civic Association, the city Housing Authority,
and local merchants and churches,

established the club this summer.
The organizers initially were looking
for ways to stop gunfire in Eastport,
and they concluded that the key to
change was getting at-risk youngsters
involved in after-school activities.
The new club’s members range in
age from 7 to 16 and come mainly
from public housing and subsidized
housing communities. The group’s
motto is “Smart! Strong! Successful!”
At the performance, the 20 girls
sent up a cheer that went “Go! Eastport Go! Show! Show! Eastport show!

Taylor
Vauls, 9,
of Eastport
strikes a
pose as she
walks into
the Eastport
Community
Center
during the
celebration.

Show, show your spirit, spirit so everyone can hear it!”
The girls also danced and strutted to
“Work that” by Mary J. Blige and “Strut”
by the Cheetah Girls.
Naechyl Surgeon, 13, and a resident
of Harbour House community, choreographed one of the presentations. She
said the group worked on the steps for
four weeks.
“First, I would sit down and see what
they can do,” she said, explaining the
process. “Then, I would tell them what
not to worry about, and what they needed
to work on.”
Naechyl said she learned a lot
about dance as part of the Step Team
at Annapolis Middle School, where
she is in 8th grade. She said her goal,
ultimately, is to become a lawyer.
One young woman, Je’Quera Hawkins
of Admiral Oaks brought tears to everyone’s eyes when she read a message she
dedicated to her father, who is in prison.
She said it was painful that he couldn’t
be there to see her finish the 13-week
program.
“I wish my dad could be here to see me
graduate,” she said. “I trust that when he
comes home he will do better for himself
and the people who truly care for him.”
Je’Quera, 13, sobbed as she told about
her father, and in an interview, she said
her dad has been to jail before, and always falls in with the wrong crowd when
he gets back home.

“He
tries
so
hard to set a good
example for me and
my brother, but this
is how it turns out,”
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needs to stay away
from those people.”
While Je’Quera’s
story was the most
moving part of the show, the funniest
moment came when sponsors told about
Eternity Jones, who is 5 and spunky.
Eternity didn’t meet the age requirement
for the Girls’ Club, sponsors said, but she
kept showing up anyway and refused to
be discouraged. In the end, the older girls
adopted her into the group.
Another club organizer, Elicia BrandLeudemann, told the crowd how the club
got started last summer, and how it plans
to reconvene in January for another
three-month session. She said the idea for
the club came after going to “meeting after meeting” to discuss crime in Eastport.
Public housing was always blamed for the
problem, she said.
“It soon became evident that there
was an ‘us vs. them’ attitude,” she said.
“We (soon) realized that most people in
public housing want to stop the violence
as much as we do and we wouldn’t get
anywhere if we didn’t work together.”
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The large crowd shows its appreciation of the acts through much applause.

While a group of women were forming
the Girls’ Club, their husbands and other
men were putting together a weekly meeting for teenage boys. One goal was to get
them interested in attending college or
preparing for a career. To show the young
men about life’s possibilities, the club had
land surveyor Taricio Simms give a demonstration and informal talk.
He showed the young men how to determine property boundaries, and told how
he graduated from Southern High School
in 1980 and took engineering courses at
Anne Arundel Community College. Mr.
Simms, who is African American, told the
youths that clients and employers will put
their trust in a black man, if he is qualified for the job.
“I am working on a $40 million project
right now,” he said.
An Eastport resident who attended the
Girls’ Club variety show, Charles A.B.
“Babe” Feldman, said programs such as
these are “the only way to break the cycle
of poverty.”
“Their environment is despair and lack
of opportunities,” Mr. Feldman said.
He then looked around the room and
added, “We are all born pieces of clay
— we can be molded into anything.”
———
For more information about the Girls’
Club, contact Elicia Brand-Leudemann at
eliciabrand@me.com or 410-980-6083.
ekelly@capitalgazette.com

