Dedicated Nashville women free YWCA shelter from debt
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The group of smartly dressed, witty women gathered around a table in the lobby to celebrate a magnificent milestone: burning their mortgage.

The joking stopped abruptly when the front door to the YWCA's domestic violence shelter buzzed. There stood a Metro police officer with a crying woman. She was terrified.
She was whisked into a safe, private room with a counselor. The doors were locked again. And the police officer went back to work — that woman, on that day, did not end up a homicide victim.
She is the reason the small group of women worked for 15 dogged months to raise $2 million in an economy that doesn't lend itself to fundraising. She is why they held more than 25 grass-roots "parlor parties" to persuade women to help women.
The Weaver Domestic Violence Center is named after community volunteer Nicky Weaver and her husband, the late Bill Weaver. The land was donated by the city, and the shelter was built in 2000. The $1.5 million debt was costing $175,000 annually.
Weaver said she was appalled at the financial hoops a nonprofit has to go through to stay afloat.
"Wouldn't it be great if we could get women to do this," she said, recruiting her best friend, Sigourney Cheek. First they thought it would be cool to ask 250 women each to give a large amount. But many women who care about this cause don't have a lot of cash.
"We realized we didn't need 100 women at a certain level," Weaver said. "We needed as many women as we could get."
Not only did they pay off the entire debt, they have enough left over to take care of ongoing maintenance. The secret ingredient, Weaver said, was a woman named Mary Jones.
Like the woman at the front door, Jones was buzzed into safety 2½ years ago. She arrived with two kids after fleeing for their lives.
"You don't forget it," Jones said. "You never think you are going to have to be here."
She is working toward a college degree and a new career. She told her story at every single one of the parlor parties.

Even though her husband, now dead, beat the tar out of her, "leaving was very hard," Jones said. Domestic violence is about power. Batterers do everything they can to make sure their victims have no resources, no way to run, and are too terrified to try.

That's why the shelter's location and the names of the women who come there are kept an absolute secret to all but a few people.

The shelter has provided more than 100,000 bed nights to 3,000 women and children. They offer emergency shelter and a crisis line 24 hours a day.

Because of what Weaver, Cheek, Jones and their army of women did, the YWCA shelter can now spend money on programs, not debt. And that's critical. More than once, a frightened woman came up to them at the fundraising meetings to say she needed help.

Do you? The number is 615-242-1199.

