
 
 

HEALTH | HIV 
If you are a black woman, Janet Hall has something to tell you. 
By Elizabeth Simpson The Virginian-Pilot  
 
THE LAST THING he gave her was a dozen red roses, left at her Virginia Beach doorstep with a card that said, “Hope you feel better soon.”  
 
    Janet Hall never saw him again. The roses didn’t last, but something else he gave her did:  
 
    HIV.  
 
    Like many women, she never thought it would happen to her. The 50-year-old woman ticks off a list of attributes she thought put her at low risk for contracting the human 
immunodeficiency virus, which causes AIDS.  
 
    Female. Straight. College-educated. Homeowner. Financially comfortable. Accountant and saleswoman.  
 
    She didn’t realize until she was diagnosed three years ago that, as a black woman, she was in a demographic increasingly at risk for contracting HIV.  
 
    The lesson has been hard.  
 
    “I was angry at myself for trusting,” she said. “For not asking the questions. For not having safe sex in a world of viruses. For trusting in an untrustworthy world.”  
 
    She decided if showing her face to the world would save another woman from the experience, she would.  
 
    And the faces, over time, have looked more like hers. In 1990, about 10 percent of Hampton Roads residents newly diagnosed with HIV and AIDS were black women. By 2006, that 
proportion had grown to nearly 25 percent.  
 
    Nationally, black men are diagnosed at more than seven times the rate of white men, and black women are diagnosed at a rate 21 times that of white women.  
 
    AIDS is now the top killer of black women 25 to 34.  
 
    Dr. Edward Oldfield III, who directs the infectious-disease division at Eastern Virginia Medical School, has seen a shift in his 2½ decades of treating HIV and AIDS. Gay, white men were 
the first population hit, then hemophiliacs and intravenous drug users, then blacks, many of them women in committed relationships.  
 
    “What I have not seen change is the stigma,” he said.  
 
    A cancer patient has family and friends behind them, he said, but that’s not always so with HIV.  
 
    One of his patients said that at Thanksgiving, her family gave her a paper plate, with plastic utensils, while they used china.  
 
heal,” she said. “It’s helping me to forgive.”  
 
    She believes that if more women like her tell their stories, others will know they, too, are at risk.  
 
    She hadn’t dated anyone for three years, she said, when she met a man who had spent five years in federal prison. He told her he’d tested negative for HIV when he left prison several 
months earlier.  
 
    Four months into their relationship, Hall had a routine mammogram. A doctor spot-The stigma and discrimination drive the epidemic underground, where it spreads insidiously. In 2006, 
there were 394 newly reported cases of HIV and AIDS in Virginia’s eastern region, lower than the region’s high in 1995 but still significant.  
 
    Most people don’t want others to know they have the disease, so the changing nature of its victims isn’t easily visible.  
 
    “I think you always have to have the brave few to raise their hands up,” Oldfield said. “Once people see them, they have more courage. We need people like that to turn the epidemic 
around.”  
 
    Which is why Hall decided to raise her hand.  
 
    “To come out is helping me to ted swollen lymph nodes that could indicate HIV.  
 
    A blood test confirmed it. “I don’t know how I got home other than the grace of God,” she said.  
 
    Hall never was able to confront her former boyfriend – he vanished after she called to tell him the HIV test was positive.  
 
    But she soon learned how the virus, over the years, has wended its way into the black population to a degree unmatched by any other demographic.  
 
    To begin with, there’s more poverty, which reduces access to health care and education. More intravenous drug use. Higher rates of sexually transmitted diseases such as syphilis and 
gonorrhea that create sores that facilitate the spread of HIV.  
 
    Also, black men have the highest rate of incarceration among all major demographic groups in the United States. Prisons are major venues for HIV infection. Studies have found that 
inmates have a rate of HIV at least three times higher than the general population. It’s typically contracted through “survival sex,” as they call it, in a place where condoms are prohibited.  
 
    Among the general population, black men also are more likely than whites to have sex with both men and women, studies have found. Some of these men are on “the down low,” secretly 
having sex with other men but also maintaining relationships with girlfriends or wives.  
 
    Health advocates have debated whether the “down low” phenomenon has been sensationalized, but, in any case, it’s clear some women perceive their relationships with men to be safe 
when they aren’t. Also, high homicide and prison rates among black men have lowered the ratio of men to women, meaning women are more likely to partner with men who have risky 
behaviors.  
 
    The virus is showing up most alarmingly among young black women. Recent studies have shown that black teenage girls are becoming infected with HIV at higher rates than that of black 
boys, a sign that the feminization of the disease will continue.  
 
    All of these ripples of risk add up to what one researcher calls “a perfect storm” for black women.  
 
    The effectiveness of  
 
treatment may, ironically, contribute to the risk because more people are living longer with the virus, widening the 
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STEPHEN M. KATZ PHOTOS | THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT Ruth Royster was diagnosed with HIV in 1988. At Bethany Baptist Church, she has started an HIV support group and a radio show to 
raise awareness. Royster, above at left, worships with friend Cynthia Williams. At right, Royster visits her father, Alvin Feaster, after he was admitted to Sentara Leigh Hospital last month.  
 

 

 
Dr. Edward Oldfield III, who directs the infectious-disease division at EVMS, said what he has not seen change in his 2½ decades of treating HIV and AIDS “is the stigma.”  
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