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Doctor’s Diary

Prescribing Disclosure—by his own example.

September 1, 2005 By Neal Rzepkowski, MD

I'm HIV positive and an HIV doctor, so | tell my new patients: “I've had HIV for 23 years—my virus
is old enough to vote.” This gives them confidence in what | say. If | insist, “You have to take those
meds every time,” they know | take my doses as well. Sometimes my revelation does more than
put them at ease—it helps them disclose, too. And that can be good medicine.

Take Claire, a blue-eyed 43-year-old with three kids—and a messy cocaine history. For four years,
I’d urged her to tell her kids she’s got HIV, because | knew it would help her stay healthy. When |
raised it, she'd stare at the wall, refusing to confront her secrecy.

Recently, I told her more of my own story—how hard it had been for me to tell my parents | had
HIV. How I'd hemmed and hawed until they’'d saved me by just coming out and asking. And how
much easier my life has been since, how much healthier | am without the extra stress of such a big
secret.

At our next visit, Claire told me she’d fessed up to her kids and that they were relieved to learn
why she sees the doctor so much. Then, having opened up to her kids, Claire suddenly opened up
to me about something her urine and low weight had already suggested: She was still using coke.

Once she admitted it, she could find the support to stop using. Her lab numbers look a lot better
now, and so does she.
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