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Introduction

AIDS is an equal opportunity disease. It doesn't hit only white people. It doesn't hit only
gay men. Not only people who have a lot of sex or people who are IV drug users get AIDS.
AIDS won't skip you or me just because we're in love or married or lesbians.

AIDS has changed and will continue to change the ways we look at other people and think
about our lives. Our survival is at stake. We need the facts to make good choices about when
and how to have sex or use drugs. But even more important, we need to apply the facts to
our everyday lives. We have to talk honestly to our sex partners, to our drug buddies, to
our friends. It is hard to be the only one saying no to sharing needles or yes to safer sex.

Safer sex is a new way of looking at our health. Safer sex starts with each one of us—
individually and as part of a group effort—doing it, talking about it, trading advice with
friends. Decisions about safer sex and drug use are not about doctors and tests; they are
about each of us choosing to respect ourselves.

This publication is designed to present facts and help promote an understanding of how
coping with AIDS is different for each woman—heterosexual, bisexual, lesbian, rich, poor,
single, married, of color, or white. It has suggestions on how to make the changes necessary
for our survival. Because we are each different, not everything will work for everyone. Learning
to be creative, to plan in advance, to stand firm on safer sex and drug-use decisions, and
to seek support from others, are at the heart of these changes.

New Attitude

Making it safely in the age of AIDS means looking at our attitudes toward sex. How do
we meet partners? What does sex mean in our relationships? How do we feel about our-
selves? Do we respect ourselves enough to say no to a partner who won't practice safer sex?

How you thought about birth control before the advent of AIDS is a good indicator of
how you will adapt to safer sex. If birth control was not an issue, feelings of limitation or
resentment may emerge. If you have had a hard time playing safe to avoid getting pregnant,
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you probably have some serious thinking to do about
the risk of AIDS. Wise choices about AIDS are hard
if you have an "I'll deal with the consequences later"
attitude. As difficult as choosing an abortion is, there
are no second chances once you are infected with the
virus that causes AIDS.

Even if you don't develop a full-blown case of AIDS,
the lesser forms of AIDS (AIDS Related Complex) can
make you very sick, and the uncertainty over whether
you will develop AIDS often creates a major life-crisis.
Becoming infected means, among other things, that you
will have to reevaluate your choices about childbearing
and that you will have a great deal of added stress in
your relationships.

Is it really worth having unsafe sex?
As we look at the facts and figures about AIDS,

remember the attitudes that will get us through: I am
important. I care about my health. I can be smart and
play safer with sex and drugs.

What Is AIDS?

AIDS stands for Acquired Immunodeficiency Syn-
drome. Acquired means you have to be infected with
a special virus. Immunodeficiency means the disease
wrecks your immune system.

"Vbur immune system protects you from infections.
The person with AIDS becomes very ill and dies from
diseases which the immune system could ordinarily
fight. These common diseases have a special "oppor-
tunity" to kill because the body has been damaged by
AIDS. That is what is meant by opportunistic infection.

What Causes AIDS?

A recently discovered virus that enters important cells
in the immune system and in the brain causes AIDS.
This virus is called HIV—human immunodeficiency
virus—or HTLV-III—human T-lymphotropic virus type
HI. Once the virus is inside your cells, it can hide there
for as long as 10 years. This is called the latency peri-
od. The infected person will not necessarily develop
AIDS during this time, but the virus can still reproduce
and can be passed to others during unsafe sex, needle
sharing, or pregnancy.

Who Gets AIDS?

Anyone who has intimate contact with the virus can
become infected. For reasons researchers do not un-
derstand, gay/bisexual men and IV drug users in big
cities were the first people in the U.S. to come in con-


