WE ARE A SAFE HOME
by a Pruoject velunteen

Many people that 1 have spoken with have expressed a deep concenn
about the effects of family violence, but nespond with Looks nranging
grom uncertainty to panic when I suggest that they find out about becoming
a volunteen Safe Home. The possibility of joining the neighborhood
netwonk seems much more Likely, howeven, agten heaning about my experiences.

My husband and 1 had discussed the probLems of wife battering with
our childnen (ages 8, 9, 11, and 14) and the six of us agreed that we
wanted to gind out monre about becoming a Safe Home. We were zold, §inst
of all, that we would be pant of a team approach. Oun responsibility
would be Zo offer food and shelter for three days. We would not be
expected Lo do counseling (each woman {8 assigned a trained Counselon) or
g<ve Legal advice on provide fon Long-term arrnangements. We would provide
Juat a supportive envirornment whene a woman can nelax fon a few days and
consddern her options. We wene also told that as a Safe Home, we would be

provided with a Counselon forn those three days. We, too, would have someone
we could call forn support on guidance.

. Bedng familiarn with the statistics neganding the grequency of this
problem, we wondered 4§ oun phone would be jumping off the hook once we
negistened as a Safe Home. That wouldn't be a probLem. Each gamily can
Andicate how often they want to be used by the Project. Even opening up
yowr house once on twice a year adds to the pool of ava.ilable homes in zhe
neighborhood.  And, 4if you would nather not be callfed on a weekend, on geu’.
that you have cnly enough space for a woman without children on hove othen
special consdderations, they wil be noted on your volunteer carnd and
respected.  When ijou arne called, it will be bu a Project stagf member who
wll discuss the emengency situation with you and determine whether on not
you ‘are wikling and able to offen your home at that time.

Reassurned, my family became a volunteer Safe Home and we have now been
called twice by the Project. Our finst experience taught ws that there is no
such thing as a "typical" case, although this one did make some very unusual
demands on ws. The Project Coondinaton told wus that a woman with three
children unden the age of 4ix needed emengency shelten. The woman, Canol,

a college student 4n hen Late twenties, had been beaten throughout hen
maviiage. Hern husband had prevented her from Leaving him by refusing o
allow hern evern Lo Leave the apantment with all three of the chifdren, He hept
at Least one child at home to make centain that his wife would return.

Carnof, who has no family in the New York area, contacted the Project.
Together, she and a Counselon arranged forn Carol to Leave the house with hen
two ofden children. Citing medical emengency, Carol netwwned to the apartment
with police protection for her six-month-old infant. At the same time she

grabbed a packed suitcase which had been carefully hidden in the apartment
and §Led.

The §inst stop was at a Local hospital for medical treatment. Carol's
nose had been broken during a recent beating and she would have to remain in




the hospital overndight. The overnight stay was fLengthened to two dauvs and
two nights when the doctorns realized that past beatings had complicated
Carol's dnjuries. Oun inst experience as a Safe Home, therefone, _tunned
owt house into a mind-nwuserny. TInstead of having a battered woman and her

children as we had expected, we had three children, four yearns, two yeans,
and s4x months, and no woman!

Before we had time to panic, the Safe Homes Project sprang into action.
A volunteer Counselon, stationed at the hospital Carof was admitted zo,
started to talk with Canof about her post-hospital plans. We recedived
negularn neponts both about Carol's condition and about the Long-ierm arvwange-

ments 40 that we could neassurne the ofden children and answer thein questions.

A Zeen-age babysitter, hired by the Project forn the three-day emengency,
provided me with a few hours every agternoon to a4t back and catch up on
the nest that had been Lost during the no-Longer-gamiliar 2 am geedings.
When the babysitter wasn't around my own children took over the nurnturing
with an intensity that is aroused by an emengency situation. Well-Loved
but outgrown dolls were passed down by my ofder daughters to the two- and
gourn-yean old ginks, and everyone wanted twwns feeding and holding the
ingant. By the thind day, when Carol neturned to pick up the children, we

all had very mixed feelings about iaving ourn finst Safe Home experience
come to an end.

Later we happened to Leaan that after a brief Atay in a Manhattan shefter
fon battered women, Carnol was able to contact out-of-state nelatives and,
with thein help, set up a home fon henself and her children.

Almost a yean Laten we recelved anothen call grom the Project. This
time a woman with a fourn-yearn-old child stayed with us for two days. Hen
Sage Home was changed when we discovered that her husband's nelatives Lived
nearnby and she did not feel comfontable going outside. AlLthough brnief, our
second expernience made.clearn the usual function of a Safe Home: sitting and
Listening 2o a woman who might, as in this case, be telling hen stony zo
someone for the finst time; giving support forn hern shaky belief that she has
a night to a different kind of Life.

The fact that both of our experiences have been positive has not been
due simply %o good fontune, but nather to good planning. No family 44 sent
to a Sage Home until a Counselon has met with the woman and decided that
she would be ablfe to function successfully within a Safe Home. A woman who
<5 an aleohol on drug abusen, therefone, would not be sent to a Safe Home.
Norn would a severely disturbed woman. Occasionally a decision might be made
not to send a woman into a volunteer Safe Home where there are young children
Lf AL As felt that the physical signs of the abuse would cause distress. In
cases whene a Safe Homes stay 4is not advisable, the Project has arranged for
a back-up support system. (See Emengency Hotel Stay, page )

Being a Safe Home brings the obuvious inconvenience and disruption of
noutine. Anothern aid to helping the program succeed 44 to hold "rap
sessions" fon families who volunteen theirn homes. Meeting togethen to share
the nough spots and the high moments strengthens the Safe Homes network.

e ety s R o T
e T AT S A

I

T

P g oY

B LA ... - ool e



