05/ 12/ 1997

Bef ri endi ng out of conpassion

"NO nurses attended to a critically-ill ADS patient. Wiat were they
afraid of ? As nedi cal officers, they should have known better."

Shurma' s i ndi gnance at the above injustice (highlighted in Mrina
Mahat hir's Miusings colum in The Star) so noved her that she decided to do
sonet hi ng about it. She chose to befriend a person living with H V/ Al DS
(PLWHA) .

"I was persistent with Positive Living (a conmunity of and for persons
living with HHV AIDS) in insisting that | was ready. | was eventual ly
accepted for its three training programes on how to communicate with
PLWHA. It was snoot h-sailing," she adds confidently.

Shuma' s persistence evidently paid off. This rel axed, open and war m 30-
year-old is now a fam liar and wel coned addition to the buddy system or
friends of PLWHA progranme, advocated by Positive Living. Positive Living
itself, by virtue of its nane, ains to reverse the stigm associated with
Hl V- posi ti ve persons.

“I'n continually giving PLWHA enotional support and in bei ng non-

j udgenental , one develops a certain kind of instinct. W are call ed upon
to give themstrength, to be their backbone," she asserts.

Her first encounter with her client (the preferred termin reference to
PLWHA) were nmonents of tentative and nmutual assessnent, not unlike an
i mportant or blind date.

"I recall that he was very tal kative, even cocky. | was observing him
closely the entire evening. For one has to know t he person (whether he/she
for instance, is straight or gay) before adapting to his/her personality
and wavel engt h," she adds reflectively.

The verdict, to Shuma's relief, was positive. Her conpani onship was
accept ed.

"W comuni cate every eveni ng through the phone. He would tell ne what
mood he is in. On weekends, he would wel conme nme to his hone. Although
there are insufficient volunteers, there's still a one-to-one priority as
we have to be one hundred per cent comritted and supportive,” she attests.

Vere her friends generally apprehensive?

"My friends (whereupon she rolls her eyes and grins) would tell nme to
wash nmy hands or change ny cl othes, having visited nmy buddy. | have to
patiently explain that PLMHA will finally die and so would we. There is no
reason to di scrimnate agai nst them

"You're constantly sized up by them You have an obligation to foll ow
through the confidentiality ethic. | have to be enmptionally involved. | am
a friend who would just listen, even if a PLWHA wants to curse you. CQur
clients have every right to be angry with vol unteers.

“"Intine, it tends to be deeper than that. | have to know when to draw
the line or | may risk jeopardi sing the whole concept of the buddy system
In fact, ny only regret is not being able to do so nuch nore.

"For their forenpst problemis noney due to expensive cocktail drugs
(antiretroviral therapy such as protease inhibitors and two or three drug
regi nes whi ch have been proven to be highly effective, conpared with AZT).
Zash (manager of Positive Living) would try to work sonething out.

"But there are limtations. | only wish the governnent woul d protect
PLWHA nore for they need their jobs. | can only keep on giving them hope.
There is all there is.

"I amunsure if | amable to handle the (inevitable) death of my client.



| have yet to experience that, although | have seen ot her vol unteers go
through it. It's not easy at all

"To think that five years ago | was sinply enjoying ny owmn life. | was
never inclined towards outreach work prior to this. To me, |DUs
(intravenous drug users) and sex workers are just human bei ngs goi ng on
with their lives. They are beautiful people once you get to know t hem

"I amenjoying every mnute of my time. | amnot a big shot. | do this
for my own satisfaction. You would need to be there with nme, to understand
them" she affirns.

Those in search of a true vocation which affords a channel for their
gifts would think Shuma fortunate to have di scovered hers. However,
fam lial affirmation is an on-goi ng negoti ati on.

"“Aren't you afraid you will get AIDS? nmy mumwoul d ask ne
periodically. And | would reply, “|I'msoneone they spill their guts to'.
My mum eventual | y gave up buggi ng ne," she adds cheekily.

To her younger sister and brother on the other hand, Shuma is a positive
i nfluence. Shima follows her elder sister to Positive Living. Wil st
Aznan, observes Shuma, is so excited to the point of being al npst
hyperacti ve about H V/ Al DS awar eness.

"Maybe he won't do anything foolish (aware as he is of positive
living)," Shuma adds in a nock authoritarian voice.

"Looki ng back, it may have been a bl essing that nmy father passed away
when | was in training (hence her chanelling her grief and energy nore
intensely towards Positive Living). He hinself had counsel |l ed many.

"This is nmy calling," she concludes with a serene snile.

(Names used are not real. Volunteers are invited to contact Positive
Living or Pink Triangle, 7C1, 1st floor, Jalan | poh Kechil, off Jal an
Raj a Laut, Kuala Lunmpur, or Tel: 03-4444611.)
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