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Dana Rice of Santa Fe walks his dog in the rail yard. Rice and six other people will perform monologues about thelr experiences with AIDS

; N (N Asthe number of people with HIV
| ‘ grows across the country, so does
: 28 the need for compassion and storytelling
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Rice hangs out at his house before taking his dogs Ned, front and Sissy, back,
for a walk araund the neighborhood. Rice says the monologue workshops have
prompted him to reflect on the beauty of his fife
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I think that's one of the greatest things that
comes out of this.”

Thompson helps people develop their story
by a series of workshops that requires them
to write about various subjects.

She emphasizes free writing — writing
without stopping or editing. The phrase, I
remember,” made Dana Rice think of his first
lover, the person who infected him with HIV
23 years ago. He thought about the things he
couldn't remember, the sound of his lover's
laugh or the way he smelled.

"“The methodology they use forces you to
strip away any self-editing,” Rice said. “I
found myself exposing some deep stuff but
also found the humor in my life, [t's black
humor, but most people with HIV have had to
use black humor as a way to deal with it."”

During the first weekend of workshops,
people laughed as much as they cried, reflect-
ing on their loved ones' deaths and also cel-
ebrating their lives.

“There is a life and a passion and creativity
in the gay community that has been so dev-
astated by AIDS, but I also wanted to tap into
the joy and life of that community,” Thomp-
son said. “It's also a legacy piece, a tribute
to amazing, wonderful people we've lost. To
bring them into the room is what I really want
so we can see the face of the disease.”

Rice experienced such grief over his
friends’ deaths that he burned some of the
pictures he couldn't stand looking at anymore.

“Part of me regrets that, but it's what I
needed to do,” he said. “This workshop is
bringing me back to some of those people
again.”

The workshop brought Jeff Fenton back
to a turning point in his life that occurred 12
years ago. He was asked to write about the
word surrender. Suddenly he was standing in
front of his bathroom mirror filled with self-
loathing and holding a razor, ready to end his
life.

His saw his sister and two brothers in the
reflection. They were still grieving for their

mother, who had died of cancer. The razor
fell to the floor,

“That’s when everything changed,” he said.

He became determined to stop hating him-
self. On 25 sticky notes, he wrote something
good about himself and tucked them away
throughout his house. Whenever he found one,
he repeated the words out loud until he genu-
inely believed them,

“I like sharing that moment because every-
one struggles with being OK with ourselves,”
he said. “We look for affirmation from others,
but we need that from ourselves.” -

Fenton is used to telling his stories in front
of schoolchildren, but he's looking forward to
a different venue, an evening of compassion
and storytelling.

“Everyone wants to hear a story that
engages them,” he said. “It's why we pick
up books or go to movies. We want to get
enveloped in something magical, and the Life
Monologues are magical.”

For the performers, the monologues can be
life changing. It has allowed Kelly to work
through his issues concerning gay families,
discrimination and AIDS and also reminded
him of important lessons his father taught
him.

“It's bringing up sadness to be healed and
released,” he said. "1 realized he made the
best of it. It’s a gift he gave me that I was not
aware of at the time.”

Kelly knows people’s beliefs and attitudes
about AIDS have improved since the time his
dad was put in the hospital’s basement next
to the laundry. But maybe his dad's story will
prompt people to think about other discrimi-
nation that still goes on today.

“The reality of the matter is somewhere
people are experiencing what my father did.
It’s still real, and I can open it up for people
so they can look at their issues and not be
afraid,” he said.

The workshops prompted Rice to reflect on
the beauty of his life.

“I so appreciate what I have,” Rice said.
“I've seen HIV take so much from so many
but not me. I've beat the odds a long time ago.
This is just dessert.”




