A Woman’s Guide to
S uHealthy Loving




Introduction

Dear Reader,

This “Healthy Loving” booklet was developed by a group of women at an
organization called Women Alive in Los Angeles, Ca. They are women just
like you; some single, some married. They come from various ethnic and
racial backgrounds, religions, and social groups. Several are women living
with HIV/AIDS. What we all have in common is that we want to help stop
the spread of HIV among women. The purpose of this booklet is to help
give you a better understanding of what HIV is, how to see if you are at risk,
and how you can take steps to protect yourself. We are now 20 years into the
HIV epidemic in the United States. Women make up nearly one quarter of
AIDS cases here in the US, and are among the fastest growing group of new
HIV infections. Worldwide, women make up nearly half of all AIDS cases,
and thousands die every day around the world from AIDS related
complications. Many women do not consider themselves to be at risk for
HIV. Therefore, women often do not get tested until it is too late. The only
way to know if you or your partner is infected is to take the HIV antibody
test. We hope that the information in these pages will increase your knowledge
about HIV, and will help you to make changes to keep you safe. \We encourage
you to share this information with your sisters, mothers, neighbors, friends,
and loved ones. Together we can make a difference.

— Women Alive




Involving Your Partner

How can | talk to my potential partner(s)
about sexually transmitted diseases
and HIV?

For the single woman who
is not in a steady relation-
ship, communication is the
#1 weapon against HIV.
Start the conversation about
HIV/AIDS early and often.
It doesn't hurt to start
talking about HIV on the
first date. Don't wait until
you are in the heat of passion
to bring the subject up. Just
as you may be talking about
your job or the weather,
you can casually ask your date what they think about HIV. “What do
they know about how it is transmitted?” “What do they think about
using condoms?” You can often get a good feeling for how this person
will respond to any future discussion by their answers to these casual
questions. If they are uncomfortable talking about HIV, then they
will probably be uncomfortable taking the test. HIV is a fact of life
today. It needs to be talked about. The risk is real for all of us. You as
a woman have the ultimate responsibility to protect yourself. If your
potential partner is not willing to talk about issues such as HIV or
sexually transmitted diseases, then perhaps you should ask yourself
whether or not they are worth your time. If you do happen to make a
love connection after talking with your date, and you find that this is
someone you would like to have a sexual relationship with, encourage
them to take the HIV test with you. It can be an important part of
establishing a good foundation for your relationship. One built on
honesty, openness, and mutual respect.




I want my steady (or long-
term) partner to take an HIV
test too. How can | get him

: _involved?

The best way to ensure a safe sexual
relationship is to “get tested together”
and share your results. Sometimes this
is not an easy thing to do. Talking
with a partner openly about the
realities of HIV/AIDS can be
difficult for many women.
Especially if the partner is someone
you have been intimate with for a
while (like a husband). It can seem
to the other person that you have
been sleeping with other people or that
you don't trust them. As you know, there
are men (and women) who are not
completely truthful about their sexual
activities outside of the relationship.
This type of dishonesty causes many
HIV infections in women. Some-

- times a man may have a wife and
kids, but fool around with other men on the side. They may have a
hidden drug habit but still function well and hold down a job. Many
women were raised to “trust our men” and not to question them
(especially about sex). Although that attitude still prevails in many
cultures, luckily it is beginning to change as more and more women
are realizing their own power when it comes to love, sex, and
relationships. Communication is the key to any successful relationship,
and is ultimately the best way to approach the subject of HIV. A person
could have contracted HIV many years before you met each other.
Learn as much as you can about HIV so that you can answer questions
that your partner may have. Read up on all the information so that
you can justify your concerns. Perhaps leave some information around
the house for him/her to look at. You may find that if you begin by
talking in a non-confrontational manner (meaning don't accuse them),



your partner may be more likely to respond in a positive way and you
can begin to talk about your concerns. After the discussion, you can
encourage your partner to take the HIV test with you. Perhaps you
can promise them a “special sexy little gift later” if they go along with
it. You may find that having an open discussion with your partner
about HIV and other issues can bring you closer together and
strengthen your relationship. It's important to get a feeling of your
partner’s attitude before you talk with them about HIV. Take your
time and begin slowly. If you are in a relationship where your partner
is violent (has hit you, or abused you in any way) please get some
additional help from a counselor before attempting to talk with him.

What about Safer-Sex? How can | make sex
fun, while still protecting myself?

If you have not seen his HIV test results, and you still want to have sex
with him, here are some tips.

The term “safer-sex” is just that... SAFER. It doesn't mean absolutely
safe, because the only way to be absolutely safe is to be abstinent
(meaning to not have sex at all...and thats BORING!) It means ways
that you can lower the risk of getting HIV through certain sexual
activities by taking a few precautions. For instance placing a latex
condom on a man’s penis before he puts it inside you, either in your
mouth, your vagina, or your butt (if you like that) can help to protect
you from becoming infected. Because HIV is also found in the clear
fluid that leaks out of a man’s penis when he gets hard, he doesn't have
to come inside you to pass the virus, which is why it is so important to
use a condom. You may want to try placing the condom on his penis
with your mouth. (Most
men are thrilled when a
woman puts her mouth
anywhere near their penis,
so this may help to make
him more agreeable to the
idea.) It may take a little
practice, but once you
have it mastered ...there
Is nothing stopping you.




For oral sex performed on a man, there are two ways to reduce your
risk: #1 is to place a condom on his penis before you suck it (there are
flavored condoms available that can make this very interesting) or #2, if
you do suck it without a condom, DO NOT swallow the semen...spit
it out!

Sex isawonderful, natural, beautiful experience. Enjoying our sexuality
is normal. Making choices regarding sex is your right as a woman.
None of the methods we listed
are a sure way to protect
yourself from HIV (or any
other sexually transmitted
disease). The only way to
protect yourself is to talk
about HIV with your partner
and get tested together.




The Basics

So what is HIV?

HIV (Human Immunodeficiency Virus) is a virus (germ) that attacks
the human immune system (your immune system is what helps your
body fight off germs and sickness). If you become infected with HIV, it
can eventually turn into a condition called AIDS (Acquired Immune
Deficiency Syndrome) which can be life threatening. There are
medicines available that can help to slow the progress of the disease,
but as yet there is no cure.

How do you get it?

HIV is a sexually transmitted disease. You can become infected with
HIV through unprotected sexual intercourse (meaning sex without
a condom) with an
infected partner.
Certain sexual ac-
tivities have more risk
than others as far as
transmitting HIV. For
instance, unprotected
anal sex (lettinga man
stick his penis in your
butt) is the highest
risk activity (meaning
its really easy to get
HIV that way). The i

next highest risk activity is unprotected vaginal sex (when a man sticks
his penis in your vagina). Although the risk is slightly lower, for vaginal
vs. anal sex, both of these are extremely high-risk activities for
heterosexual women. Also, the presence of any other sexually
transmitted disease (such as Chlamydia, Syphilis, Gonorrhea, or
Herpes) can put you at increased risk (making it much easier for HIV to
get in your body).




What about oral sex?

According to the State of California Office of AIDS: Oral sex (putting
your mouth on his penis) is considered a “lower risk” sexual activity. (It
means that the risk of getting HIV is there, only less). So you may still
want to take precautions when you participate in oral sex.

According to the CDC (National Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention), the four body fluids that have been shown to
transmit HIV are:

(Listed in the order of their infectiousness)
1. Blood

2. Semen (and pre-semen)

3. Vaginal Secretions

4. Breast Milk

What are some of the other ways a person
can become infected?

Because HIV is present in blood, there are several other ways that
HIV can be transmitted.

These include:
m Sharing needles to inject drugs or steroids
m Receiving tattoos or body piercing with unsterilized equipment

m Sharing snorting equipment such as straws or pens when blood is
present

How can you tell if someone has HIV?

YOU CAN’T. There is no way to tell just by looking at someone
whether or not they have the disease. Many people are infected with
HIV, but look and feel healthy. They may go for years without any
symptoms. Unless they have taken an HIV test and are practicing
safer-sex activities, there is a chance that they may be unknowingly
spreading the virus to others. Many women become infected by male
partners who did not know that they had HIV. The only way to find
out if you or your partner is infected is to take an HIV test.
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Common Myths about

HIV/AIDS
1. “HIV is a Gay disease”
2. "HIV only affects those other people”
3. “Heterosexual men only have sex with
women”
4. *“If my partner had HIV, he would tell
me” \
5. “lonly have one partner, therefore I am
not at risk”
6. “Only promiscuous women get HIV”

Common Truths about

HIV/AIDS

1.

IS

“You can't get HIV from kissing someone”

“HIV does not live on toilet seats”

“You will not get HIV from touching”

“HIV does not discriminate, it can happen to anyone”
“Partners are not always faithful”

“Women can get HIV from their husbands”

Still don't believe you're at risk?
Take our women’s risk assessment test

YES NO

Have you (or has your partner) ever injected
any kind of drug?

Has your sexual partner(s) ever been tested for
HIV?

Have you seen their test results?

Have you ever had unprotected sex? (Even with
your husband)

5

Have you talked about HIV/AIDS with your
sexual partner(s)?

If you answered Yes to 1 or 4 — You are at risk
If you answered No to 2, 3, or 5 — You are at risk




OK, I’'m convinced of my risk. So how can |
find out if | am infected?

Currently there are two types of tests available to check for HIV
antibodies: #1 — The standard Blood Test, consists of drawing a tube
of blood from your arm and sending it to the lab to check for HIV
“antibodies” (an antibody test is not looking for the virus itself, but for a
particular type of immune response that the body produces when it comes
into contact with HIV) #2 — The other type of test available is called
“Orasure”, and uses a swab placed between your cheek and gum to
absorb cells that contain antibodies. Each of these tests are accurate,
so either one is an effective way to know if you have HIV. Because it
can take anywhere from 2 to 12 weeks to develop antibodies, the test
may not be accurate if taken during the first few weeks after a possible
exposure. (Meaning if you have unprotected sex with someone tonight,
and you didn't know their HIV status, you will have to wait at least two
weeks to get an accurate test result).

What can | do if | think | was exposed to
HIV last night?

In some areas of the country there are studies going on to find out if
taking HIV medications within the first few days after an exposure
can help prevent someone from becoming infected. These programs
are called “PEP (post-exposure prophylaxis) Studies”’. Your state HIV
hotline can give you information on a PEP study in your area. (See
hotline resources on last page.)

What about my privacy?

There are two types of HIV testing programs available: The first is an
Anonymous test (which uses a “unique identifier code” instead of your
name); the second is a Confidential test (which has your name attached
to the result). By law, the testing site may not release your HIV result
to anyone except you without your written permission...not even your
husband or your partner. Keep in mind that if you choose to test at
your personal physicians office (versus a state-funded testing site), your
doctor may not be obligated to abide by the same confidentiality
standards.



Resources

Where can | get a free HIV test?

The California HIV/AIDS Hotline
800-367-AIDS

TTY
888-225-AIDS

Women Alive Hotline
800-554-4876

Women Alive Web Site
www.women-alive.org

This material was produced by Women Alive and funded through a
community materials development grant provided by the California
AIDS Clearinghouse, a CA DHS/Office of AIDS Community
Education & Prevention Statewide Technical Assistance Program at

the L.A. Gay & Leshian Center.
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