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Habitats Adam Clayvton Powell Boulevard and 134th Street

An Actress Balances Art,
[llness and a New Home

2-bedroom condo
through Habitat
for Humanity.
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decade or 50 as an aciress — she
atended Mew York University's
Schood of the Aris, touned with pro-
ductions of "“The Wiz." “'Godspell”
and “Jesus Christ Suparstar,'” mar-
rieel @nil had two daughters — into
the dizconpecied, oul -of-time EBuwhhle
world of a woman with severe bipo-
lar disorder are the subject of ~Dal-
ancing At

Writhen i 1997, and performed ing-
tially on & 18-city tour for the Nation
al Alliance for the Mentally T1-Morth
Carolina, an advocacy group, the
show effected M3 Bahat's re-entry
into the warld she had drifted sway
from — and gave her the ticket 1o
this bright two-bedroom hame.

Whh its sponged purple walls,
wicker furniture and batlk fabric —
“We were going for a beach-house
elfect,” Ms. Bahati said — the apart-
menl (£ & luminous setling for &
happy woman. It*s one of 10 uniis ina
irn-af-lthe-ceptury brick apartment
howuse at Adam Clayton Powell Boul-
evard aml 13th Sireet, where Habi-
tat for Humanity has live additional
properties, bought for 31 apiece from
the cily's Department of Housing
Preservation and Development

K= Bahatl arrived after a ssries
of enincidences. A4 Huohitat member,
having seen her perform in Marth
Caralina, asked her to design a show
about  housing  Researching the
group online, she came ypon its ap-
phication, filled 1 owt on & lark and
promprly forgor about it

Habital lor Humanity asks that jis
applicami= b in overcrowded, sub-
standard housing.'" said Lourdes Da-
vila, director of the Family Parner
Frogram, that they “'pay owver 50
percent of their momme an rent —
thut's one in four families in New
York City — and @il within 55 to &8
percent of the median income for
Manhaitan,” or berwesn  about
525,460 b $40,000 (or & family of two

In March 2002, M= Bahati and her
daughter, Julie Blondina, now 1§
were living o few hilocks away o
l34th Sireel, renting @ room rom a
relative. Mg, Hlondina was (and |s)
studying 1o be a dancer amnd actress;
M=, Eahati was (and is) working on
an armiul ol projects: a memair,
“You Don't Keow Crazy™; a sell-
helg boak, " Loving Yoursell Throwgh
thee Mndness™ . and myriad speaking
1oiars. When a family dropped out of
W unit in the brick apartement houss,
the group called M= Bahat

The building”s renovation had long
since heen fintshed, so M. Blondina

armwl M= Balati donated their time —
Habitat for Humanity now requires
A0 howirs of "' sweak equity”” per adult
b aqum ity for o hame and the group's
Al=year, neinlenest MOrgages —
sites all over the city.

Sites are typically open Thursdays
through Sundays, and eonstruction
work, like a Yankees gams, can he
Bl v U] 1 rains. As. Blondina, a
gentle young woman with a dancer’'s
bearing, threw herself inoo the work,
surprising Ms. Babhati with her stam-
ina. “she’s a wonderful dincer,” Ms
Bahati said, “"but she i= delicate and
very ladylike Dut she was ready. |
was 5o proud,” The two finished thedr
howrs in four maonihs, a record for
the organization, Ms. Dawvila said
“Wambal,'* she zaid, “'is a dynama."

Barn John Anne Washingion in
Greensbone, M.C., Ms Bahati grew
iip in & ity roiled by the civil rights
movemen: — in 4 marvelous mos
meend of * Balancing Act,'” hs. Bahati
proclaims ler intention (5 march
with her sister and Jesse Jacksan.
“MMama" respands steraly: ' Delors
youn start marching all over town for
freedom, wou betier march in tha
kitchen and free those dishes, ™

Despiie episodes of depression and
discomnection during and after caol-
lege — **1 was walking and talking*
Ms. Bahati said, “'so nobody kpew
when | wasn't ‘there” ™ = she had a
Truithsl carser

Y othe lule 1880°s As Bahari
B'#’i.i divoreed [rom her hus

band and Hvwimg with her two
dasghters, Marie, then 7, and Julie, 4,
in Mew York City. “There were is-
sues in the marreage, and then [ was
the [=sus she said, Wretched peri-
ods were capped by haspital stays,
and My Bahati quickly went from
well off 1o wellare, as she pal il

1 ook the girls and moved to
Morth Camoline.”* she said. 1 1old
themn: “We are going to be poor. We
do Bl wanl 1o be poar in New Yok
City," " Back in Greensboro, Ms. Ba-
hati tried 1o work: her mother took
care af the girls, “and the giris toolk
care of me,” she zaid Before long,
they were s=nt m live with their
father in MNew Jersey.

Hoapitalized alter a suobcide at-
tempd, she spent the day after the
attenipt running the hospital: doing
hair and mak=up for the patients,
teaching dance classes, counseling
the counsslars. M= Bahati rarned a
diagnosis then: manic depression,

mow called bipolar diserder.

1 hated my life," she said, *'rot-
ng i public housing, taking medi-
cations for my medecations, amd o |
decide that | want o die, I've got the
1elevision on, 3457, and in the back-
ground, gelling on my very las
nerve, 5 & Tony Robbins infomer-
clal!' she continwed, sketching out
the relentless pitch of the “personal
power gun."

“The gall af ham, | think, to take
people’s money and tell them he can
fix their lives with some tapes — In
four easy payments. | decide thai
before | go oul, I'm going o prove
this guy's a phony." Butl she soon
changed her mind

M= Bahati, whi is an all or sothing
sor1 of person, bought a sel of lapes
end began 1o lstén And a funny
thing happenesd. ““The main thing 1
heard from this guy," she said, “is
this; "Whatever they say you ke,
that's not who you are,” '

M=z Bahatl started fesling differ
enl ] i Uhe doctors that 1°d lke o
go off all those medications,” she
said, “and when they stopped laugh-
ing, they told me I'd lose moy disabili-
Iy support if | did.™ As i turmed out,
it was a risk worth taking.

She started writhng, too. A thera-
pist, ey lirst African-American f=
male therapist,” Ms Bahati said,
suggesied an outhet (or “Balancing
Act” — the Matkonal Alllance for the
Menmally IEL Her mother was horri-
fied: “Imagime, 'm going 1o sing
sofgs about my illeess." Ms. Bahad
sald “She didnt know what o
think " Ms. Bahati emerged from
her cocoin wilh a new Swahili name:
Wambui, which means “singer of
songs.” and Baha, which means
“my fortune s pood

he now pays 3530 a month for a
F1I0,000 mortgage and the common
charges for her condominium. The
apuriment Is as spare a5 a Swadish
furniture ad, excepd for Ms, Bahatis
bedroom.

She has & list as long as her arm o
work through: Design Web siies (she
has her own, wwawambiol com).
Write thoss books. (et the Abdamin-
izer off the floor 30 she can reach the
closel and hang up ler clothes, Bulld
shiehring. And cap it with a loft bed

Luckily, she has a full sef of foods.
“Oioe thing [ learmed from Habitay,'”
alve s@id, i that (he regeon woanmen
have problems with construction is
they doa't have the right tools, 1:!:15

are really imporian.'




