
MY POSITIVE FRIEND 

 

I’m proud to say AJ is my friend. AJ is smart, AJ is funny, AJ is a chocoholic, AJ is 

HIV Positive. 

AJ tested positive on 12th October 2015. And just to make certain there would 

never be any doubt about this date, he went out and had it tattooed on his left 

forearm for the whole world to see. I guess that must have been the start. The 

day of the tattoo was AJ’s way of confirming that he was no longer willing to 

simply be positive on the inside. No longer just to be positive in the veins that 

carried his blood, in his cells that battled against this viral attack, in his vital 

organs, the liver, the kidneys, the lungs, the heart, that together provided him 

with precious life. But from now on, AJ was going to be positive on the outside--

positive in his mind, positive in his attitude, in his focus, in his whole outlook. 

He was going to change to being mentally positive!  

AJ had made the decision to be positively positive. 

Before getting tested, AJ was studying a six month course to becoming a 

Caregiver. His plan was to travel to Japan and work, once he had successfully 

completed his course. He had one month left to go when his dreams fell apart. 

For the past three months, AJ’s partner for 4 years had been losing 

weight. When and if AJ asked him about the weight loss, his partner 

would become silent. When their friends started to notice, his 

partner would tell them he was on a diet. But AJ’s partner could not 

continue to conceal his worsening health. There were times when AJ 

would notice that his partner was quiet, staring blankly, lost in a 

tangle of dreaded thoughts, feeling alone, scared, and unable to 

share them with anyone. 

AJ had eventually developed a cough that just wouldn’t go away. 

And then the diarrhea began. After two weeks he went to the 

doctors, who prescribed him antibiotics to help stop the diarrrhea. 



He lost 14 kilos, dropping from 57 to 43 kilos. The cough had still 

not cleared, and he talked to his cousin, who was a nurse. She told 

him that he should think about getting tested for HIV.  

By then, AJ’s partner had developed kidney stones, and was very ill. 

AJ talked to him about getting tested. His partner was against the 

idea, possibly fearing the worse, concerned about the stigma 

attached to HIV in the Philippines. But AJ persisted, saying that the 

kidney stones could be a complication of HIV, and it would be better 

to find out. His partner eventually agreed, and they set a date for 

them both to get tested. 

As they were living in different parts of Manila, they decided they 

would each visit a different clinic to get tested. AJ would go to the 

Makati Social Hygiene Clinic and his partner would go to the Love 

Yourself Hub in Malate. 

When they woke up in the morning of the 12th of October 2015, 

both of them must have felt extremely anxious about what they 

were going to do. Anxiety levels hit the ceiling even among those 

blessed with good health, and who are confident knowing they 

have not been in risky multiple sexual activities--doubts and “what 

ifs” creep in once seated in that test centre’s waiting room. Added 

to that, the stigma attached to HIV in this country given the general 

population’s poor education on the subject has created a more 

unfriendly and judgmental attitude towards HIV screening. 

As AJ was leaving the house that morning, his mother Adeline 

stopped him and asked where he was going.  AJ, being a person of 

unwavering honesty, particularly in front of his mum, replied that 

he was going to get tested for HIV. Adeline chose not to question 

her son. 

AJ was the first to be tested. An hour before his partner received his 

test results 5kms across town. An hour filled with knowing dread. 



It’s no surprise that AJ cried when he was given his result. The post 

test counsellor asked him “How do you think you are going to 

cope?” AJ’s only reply was “I want to live!” 

The counsellor told AJ that he would have to wait 3-4 weeks for the 

confirmatory result. He added that he should also not see his 

partner to avoid contracting any illness or infections from him. AJ 

and his partner had no alternative but to share each other’s 

frightened emotions by text. 

AJ returned home to break the bad news to his mother. And as a 

mothers who unconditionally loves her child, Adeline was 

immediately protective and supportive, telling him “Not to be 

upset, but to get treatment.” 

Not wanting to give up on his dream of going to Japan to work, one of the first 

things AJ did, was to find out if he would be restricted from travelling. Although 

Japan, like many other countries, does not discriminate against people with HIV, 

or restrict them from entering the country, the work agencies here in the 

Philippines, would require an HIV test. AJ’s plan of finishing his Caregiver course 

and working abroad looked unlikely now. He was strong enough to decide not 

to get depressed or dwell on this, but to look for something else to focus on. 

Firstly, he had to make the tough decision to telling other people about his 

status, starting with his best friend with whom he shared a house. She was 

concerned when he told her but having little knowledge about HIV, she was 

worried that she might be at risk of contracting the virus through living and 

sharing everyday items with AJ.  

AJ  joined a support group and attended a one day training course that provided 

him with all the information he would need to ease the fears of those around 

him. Armed with this new found knowledge, and knowing all the facts, AJ 

became much more confident and was able to deal with his situation. He 

decided in his usual straightforward honest way, it was time to tell all those 

close to him. 



Apart from chocolate, AJ is also addicted to Facebook, and so he began private 

messaging his close friends, with the announcement “I have something to tell 

you!” 

A few weeks later, AJ’s partner was confined to RITM - Research Institute for 

Tropical Medicine in Alabang, suffering from Tuberculosis and Pneumonia. AJ 

was more fortunate, by getting tested early and receiving treatment for the 

virus, he was able to avoid a life threatening complication. However, AJ’s CD4 

count was only 31. This is a lab test used to measure the number of CD4 cells 

you have in your blood. The higher the number, the stronger your immune 

system is, and the better you can fight off infections. An average healthy male 

should have a CD4 count between 500 and 1600. AJ’s CD4 count of 31 was a 

major concern. 

AJ was enrolled for treatment at SHIP – Sustained Health Initiatives of the 

Philippines in Mandaluyong, where he met Doctor Kate who immediately 

started him on ARVs – Antiretroviral Drugs.  ARVs help keep his viral load down, 

allowing his immune system to become strong again, and lowering the risk of 

passing on the virus. The drugs are vital to supprressing his viral load and 

increasing his CD4 count, but sometimes may cause dizziness, a heavy head, and 

vivid dreams. I asked AJ about the dreams. He said it’s like being high, and 

laughed “It's like going on an enjoyable journey Uncle Patsy!” 

After being in RITM for 3 weeks, AJ’s partner was released, but was still very 

weak. After a month he became even more seriously ill, and was readmitted for 

a blood transfusion. AJ feared for his partner’s life, he was slipping away. His 

partner talked about seeing a bright light, and wanting to go to it. Once he left 

his partner’s bedside, AJ could not hold back his tears.  

AJ suffered from his own occasional dark secluded moments. There were times 

when he didn’t want to talk or see anyone, but these were rare. He thought this 

is because he decided very early on to accept his status, and not allow it to sink 

in and be depressed for some time. Adeline has always been there and always 

been supportive of him. His two older brothers were also aware that AJ is HIV 

positive, and remain as close to him as before. Although AJ has not contracted 



any OI’s – Opportunistic Infections, he developed a condition called Oral 

Candidiasis. A fungus that developed on his tongue, that builds up unless 

treated. He had to buy expensive capsules to treat it over a seven day period. 

Once AJ had given up on Japan, and realised he needed something else to focus 

on, he chose to become a volunteer HIV counselor. I asked him why he wanted 

to do this; he said  

“No one can understand a positive person better than another positive 

person.” 

It seems to me that AJ is still following his calling as a Caregiver. He told me “I 

how want to help others. I want to give them encouragement, and tell them 

how they can face their fears, how they can be better, how they can get back on 

their feet, because I know.” 

AJ has been a counselor with Manila Social Hygiene Clinic in Santa Cruz for nine 

months now. Currently, for AJ’s clients, out of every 100 people tested for HIV 

here, around 45 tested positive.  Upon hearing their results, their reactions vary, 

but usually they fall into one of three scenarios: They breakdown and cry;  

refuse to accept it;  or in majority of the cases, go silent, lost in a daze, no longer 

listening, no longer able to digest what is being said.  

AJ knew that at this early stage, the best way for someone to cope, is to gather 

as much information about their situation as possible. Allowing them to 

overcome their fears, and deal with their status. 

It has been over a year since my friend AJ found out he was HIV positive. His 

CD4 count has increased from 31 to 386, thanks to the ARVs, and he is living a 

normal life. He has gained all the weight he lost, but he joked that that’s 

probably due to all the chocolates. His partner has also made a good recovery, 

although still underweight, but getting stronger every day. Our group of friends 

all feel so lucky to have them both, and happy they made the decision to get 

tested early enough and begin treatment. 



Yesterday I asked AJ how he feels now, living with HIV. He answered “Uncle 

Patsy, I almost forget I am HIV positive. I just live my life normally. It’s only the 

alarm on my phone reminding me each day to take my meds that makes me 

realise I am HIV positive.” 

I think so many of us can learn from such a positive strength of spirit. 

AJ asked me to mention HASH – HIV AIDS Support House, a non-government 

organization based in Quezon City, set up to provide psychosocial support to 

those diagnosed with HIV in the Philippines. 

 


