
I. Entering the Exit 
 
Pune, India. 
 
My exhaustion flourished. After a week of adrenaline-inducing work in Mumbais 
darkness I needed a few days off. Working on a story about human trafficking 
and joining the local police on raids in red light areas started taking its toll on me. 
A break was needed. 
 
For years I’ve heard of the infamous Osho Ashram – packing indian spirituality 
into an American wrapper to sell enlightenment and sexuality at exuberant prices. 
So I thought I might as well find out what its all really about. 
 
I never quite understood why they would demand an HIV test upon entering the 
ashram. But in the end, their policy about it might have saved my life. 
 
While casually waiting for my result, observing the marooned-dressed figures 
floating through the marble halls and having my information fed into the 
computers, I naturally had to flirt with the beautiful Persian girl working behind the 
desk. Exchanging glances, smiles and small-talk I obviously wasn’t looking for 
enlightenment, but rather a lovely distraction for the time in between the dirty 
work. 
 
An older dutch woman approached me out of nowhere – “Excuse me, are you 
Philipp?” 
Feeling interrupted from my flirtatious progress, I answered “Yes, yes that’s me” 
- “Would you mind joining me for a minute, there was something off with your 
test” 
 
I obliged and followed the woman into a glass cubicle. I turned around to glance 
at the Persian girl – who smiled back happily. It was the last time I would flirt in 
years to come. 
 
 
We sat in the glass cubicle for the world around us to see. 
 
“I’m sorry to say but your test came back positive…” the woman said with a 
deeply worried expression, uncertain of how I would react. 
 
From that moment onwards, I was tossed into a state of shock. I barely 
remember the conversation that followed. I only heard sentence fragments, while 
internally I started drowning. Todesangst. My eyes must have been screaming 



with fear – for I had no idea what it meant. Half-Knowledge tends to bring the 
biggest stigmas to the surface. 
 
I held her eyes with mine – teeth clenched to a nonchalant grin, temples pulsing. I 
didn’t want her to see my panic. To hold up my barrier against the horrors that 
were coming from her mouth. Those perfectly practiced emotional defenses of 
mine that I had built up over the years had suffered a major assault. Holding the 
stare, the grin and her pasty blue eyes, I felt my facial muscles twitching out of 
control. 
 
“Your first quick-tests were positive, and we will be taking more blood for further 
testing…” 
 
Just a few words I remember. I was tossed overboard. Off the boat that was my 
life into a stormy black sea. Only fragments of her explanations, directions and 
comments sieved through to me. I barely remember anything concrete. Water 
was filling my lungs, my eyes and ears. My chest was being crushed by the 
pressure – an iron fist was grabbing hold of my lungs. I was becoming smaller 
with every word she said. I felt sweat seeping from my fingers and my breathing 
becoming more difficult. My face was blushing. My heart was racing. 
 
“What do you know you goddamn bitch. You cant be right. How dare you? You 
and your fucking doctors fucked up” – my mind was screaming angrily, panicking, 
afraid. 
 
But I held the clenched smile – I remember saying that we’ll just have to wait and 
see. That It’ll be fine and enquired more about the tests they make, so I can 
research its validity – the violent cursing in my mind had turned inquisitive. I 
needed answers. 
 
She escorted me to the doctors room again – mentioning they have 
internationally standardized “Elisa tests”, and that its result is usually correct. She 
enquired whether I have someone to talk to. Whether I can get in touch with 
someone back home. 
 
It was the first time, and certainly not the last, someone looked at me with pity. 
And it disgusted me. She saw my panic. My incredulity. She said we’d know for 
sure in the next twenty four hours and that I should come back then. 
 
“I’ve known many people whose life changed to the better after this diagnosis” 
she tried to say reassuringly. Not sure whether to smile or not. But I replied with a 
silent, visual “Fuck you.” With a smile. I had already drifted into the task at hand. 
 



Tunnel vision. I said goodbye to the woman. The next 24 hours would be the 
longest in my life.  Exhale. Slowly. In 24 hours the test would reveal the truth that 
deep down I already knew was true, while my mind was rattling the mantra of 
“this can’t be true, this cant be true thiscantbehappening”. 24 hours can be a 
horrific long time. 
 
“Philipp. You have two options now. Be a pussy and panic – or find out what the 
fuck is going on and fucking deal with it. For gods sake.  Panicking wont really do 
anything now will it? You got yourself into this mess so live up to it” – I scolded 
myself. 
 
My rational, journalistic instincts kicked in. I’ve been in similar situations before. 
Irrational chaos that I needed to conquer with a calm, reasonable approach. Don’t 
panic and steer the ship. Whether it was being stuck in Afghanistan, my fathers 
imprisonment or his sudden death – tumultuous times had given me tools to work 
with. 
 
Instead of cowering in a fetal position, revolving over can-bes, could-bes, should-
bes and wannabes, I needed a computer and internet. I needed to know what this 
really means. What its all about. Despite my mind screaming “this can’t be 
happening” continuously, I managed to direct. 
 
The world had turned a shade darker.  A changed tint in the air, I barely noticed 
until years later. I was underwater. Sounds were suddenly dampened by the 
rattling of my mind. A constant state of incredulous shock encompassed me. 
 
Fear of uncertainty. And a feeling of death. A knowledge of my previous life being 
over for good. Having no idea what the implications of this diagnosis would be, 
the only thing that would be able to calm me down would be information. Logic. 
Pure, emotionless logic. 
 
There were too many questions on my mind to follow or keep track. What does 
this mean? Will I die? Will I suffer? How will I tell my family? My friends? What will 
they think? Who will I tell? What do I do? What is life like with HIV? I heard its not 
really a problem? How did I get it? Who infected me? Who would I tell? Did I 
infect anyone? Can I have children? Will I never have sex again? What will they 
think? Why? Why me? What will they say? What will they ask? What will I say? 
What did I do? 
 
The question of who infected me wasn’t a priority. Initially it wasn’t even on my 
mind. The medical aspects were. Survival and medical attention were on top of 
the agenda – the simple, basic reason being; I don’t want to die. That was the 
dominant fear. Because my lack of knowledge triggered this. 
 



My information on HIV had been battered into me in the 90ies. Aids Epidemic – 
check. Freddy Mercury – check. Philadelphia – check. Hmm. And that’s sort of it. 
How does one get infected actually? My half-knowledge of HIV was shockingly 
scarce. And hasn’t really improved since the 90ies. 
 
Another thing my life had taught me is to know when I’m defeated. I needed help. 
I can’t do this alone. In eternal gratefulness I reached out to the two people who 
mean the most. My lifelines – to support me through the nights, weeks and 
months to follow. Without whom I would have gone insane on that lonely first 
night. 
 
But even reaching out to them was a fear I had to overcome. “Can I tell them? 
How will they react? Will they hate me? Be disappointed? What will they say? 
And what the fuck will they think? Shit. God how can I do this? How could this 
happen? Shit this is embarrassing. What will they think? What will they say? 
What will they ask?” Shame. 
 
And despite the paralytic feeling that was crushing me, the seeking of rational 
information calmed me. Knowledge is indeed power. The more information I 
researched, the more I was calmed. Aidshilfe Deutschland, Aidshilfe Österreich 
and USA and articles in guardian, zeit and medical journals. I had become a 
sponge. I was sucking up information on HIV and life with HIV and infectious 
diseases and every little piece of fact that I could find. What was elisa? How 
reliable was it? 
 
The more I read, the more information I received, the more it was clear that 
medicine had advanced in ways I had no idea of. Normal lives. “Detection Limit”. 
Having children is possible. Actually not a big deal. Actually really not a big deal. I 
was surprised. 
 
On one hand, my research could only lead to the conclusion that the Elisa test 
was right – I was HIV Positive. At the same time, my research eliminated my fear 
of dying. At least from a medical standpoint. The social aspects would be a 
completely different story, and my idea of going back home and confronting the 
reality was still horrific. But it was more important to know that I would not die, 
that I would live.  
 
I passed out on the bed from exhaustion.  
 
The next day I would return to get the result I had now realized would be positive. 
Despite knowing this, a part of my mind still denied the results for months, 
wishing it was wrong. Wishing it away. A mistake or a wrong diagnosis. 
  



In a certain sense I felt I had died that day. My life as I had known it was gone. I 
feel that the knowledge of my own death has changed from something abstract 
into something real. And although I tried to regain my old life for a while, it would 
be impossible. It took me years to accept that – and to allow the process of my 
own death to take its course.  
 
Today I know that I had actually been reborn that day.   



II. Emails nobody wants 
 
After suffering the first shock of my diagnosis, it took a few days to recover and 
stabilize. It seemed very obvious to me that I would be positive, even if I was in 
denial. I was in touch with the Aids-Haus in Vienna and whether I return home 
now or in a few weeks wouldn’t really matter. Positive is positive. 
 
My concerns started to shift. At this point I barely slept anyhow, but I spent nights 
wondering; Who have I endangered? Did I infect anyone? Did I infect anyone? 
Did I infect anyone?  
 
Where I had it from didn’t matter just yet. 
 
This thought of whom I infected started haunting me. And I tried to recollect the 
amorous encounters I had had over the past weeks and months. The one night 
stands, the affairs and lovers that were scattered throughout my life at the time. 
 
Having read and informed myself extensively about the infection period, 
remembering the time I got so incredibly sick, I could approximately calculate the 
time of infection. I could narrow it down to a period a few months ago.  
 
Which meant there were four women I might have endangered. Four women 
whom I would need to contact as soon as possible. And one of them must’ve 
infected me. 
 
I didn’t have internet in my hotel, so I was bound to a café in Mumbai for emailing 
the two. For days I had written the email in my head. While portraying workers 
and residence in one of asias biggest slums, my mind was scripting ways of 
writing the dreaded words. To write the emails nobody wants.  
 
And so sleep failed me. Every night I paced up and down my crumbling, cramped 
guest house room in the Mumbai hotel. Every day I would wait for the appropriate 
time-difference to call. To see what was going on back home. To talk to the two 
women I had endangered. 
 
My mind was clouded with guilt. How could my own ignorance, my own behavior 
endanger others? How selfish was this? Was I really that blind? If I have it, fine – 
I can deal with my own, self-imposed hell somehow. But the idea of having 
infected someone else, having imposed my curse on them, haunted me. I had 
entered a nightmare I was too blind to see before. I was receiving the bill for my 
past recklessness. My god I’m an asshole. 
 
The small internet café with the loud fans spinning and the street noise filling its 
small chambers became my hangout. I would sit, smoke and wait in front of it 



while the bustling streets of India passed before my horror-filled gaze into 
nothingness. After every cigarette I would look at the freeze-framed watch. 
Waiting. Waiting. Waiting. 
 
I was timing the sending of the emails and calls. I needed to make sure that the 
aids-help center would be open. Researching their opening times after the 
holidays, and inserting them into the dreaded message, I wouldn’t send the 
emails before being sure they could go to take tests immediately. 
 
My finger would hover over the send button for a while. It is an awkward feeling, 
knowing that by the simple clicking of a send-button someones life would turn 
around. Like holding the finger on a trigger, I read and re-read the message. Over 
and over. And then I fired. 
 
I had no idea what to expect. What would come in return. Fear and guilt stole my 
sleep.  
 
I counted the the hours, the minutes, the moments for an adequate time to phone 
home. They had received the news. They were going to their tests. And I could 
do nothing but wait. Anxiously. Terrified of what I had done. Imprisoned in my 
mind. 
 
While night was approaching in Mumbai, I once again hesitated. Dreary headed I 
crawled into the closest internet café. With loud ceiling fans swirling overhead, 
the flickering 90s computers skyping left and right, I entered a creaky wooden 
booth to drown out a bit of the noise.  My globally-connected coffin. 
 
In such a surreal environment, with cars honking two meters away, a homeless 
child knocking at my window, asking for some rupees, I started dialing.  
 
It beeped. It beeped. And someone answered. 
 
The loud India around me fell silent as I heard her voice. 
 
“It’s negative” – she said.  
“Are you sure?” – I asked. 
“Yes. I did the quick test and the long test – the long test will take a while, but it 
seems that everything is alright. I also spoke to the social worker and he 
confirmed that it all seems absolutely fine…” 
“I’ll go there with you next time. I’ll be back in a few weeks…” 
 
…and our conversation continued. Relaxed. Calm. Understanding. More than I 
had expected – and certainly more than I had deserved. 
 



But we kept it to a minimum. We would see one another when I’m back. 
 
The situation repeated with the second girl the next day. A sad dialogue on the 
phone. Reassurances. And that shes fine. She’s negative. And she’s sorry to 
hear about me. We would talk when I come back. A grateful repetition of 
conversation one. 
 
More waiting. But I spoke to them. I think it helped them as much as it did me. To 
calm. To quiet. To reassure. There was no anger. No hatred. Just the dreaded 
fear of uncertainty looming above all our heads. Being so close to something so 
feared dries the mouth. 
 
Their result would either relieve me of the worst of a dark shameful burden that 
would accompany me for the rest of my life. Their result would be my salvation. 
 
Except one. The one in Uruguay, on the other side of the world. She replied with 
an angry message. How could I send her such a message? How dare I? She was 
just getting into a relationship!... 
 
I felt even more guilt. But I was starting to conclude her dreaded fears. 
 
24 hours later, with no sleep, several packs of cigarettes and another day of 
photographing Mumbais slums I headed back to the cramped coffin where I 
phoned from. I hadn’t heard from the third one back home. No message. No 
reply. I got anxious. 
 
Another sleepless night.  
 
The next day I saw the marked inbox mails. And with clenched teeth and a shot 
of panic, I read of my salvation. For now. The third was negative. She was clean. 
They dodged my bullet. My lifestyle. My fault. They would continue their lives 
knowing of the proximity to a different, terrifying life they had escaped from. 
 
They would move on – with a different knowledge.  One of whom would support 
me in the following months and become a closest friend, driven by the trauma I 
had put her through. 
 
I felt like crying. I felt the load of guilt that I had been carrying crumble off my 
shoulders. 
 
Had I not used condoms, the result would have been different.  
 
I would have infected them. I would have given them this horrific poison. I could 
not live with myself. 



 
I might have been reckless, but I was always aware of condom use.  
 
Even in the night of my infection, as I found out. 
 
The one who replied angrily took her time. She wouldn’t write back. And now I 
knew why. I knew what she didn’t want to find out. 
 
I recalled the time…An old love affair from Uruguay whom I spent a weekend with 
in Madrid on her European vacation. Her period had arrived. And despite using 
condoms, I was exposed to her blood. For penetrative sex I used a condom. But 
sex isn’t only about penetration. Blood was everywhere. On my penis, in my 
mouth. I don’t know how exactly it was transmitted. I might have had cuts or 
blisters in my mouth. It turned out she was highly contagious at the time. She had 
no idea. She was infected just a  few weeks earlier. The virus flourished and 
found a new, open host.  
 
But it was that beautifully romantic weekend in September that would change my 
life forever. 
 
I had given her the news I was so terrified of. I had now sent her on the journey 
that she sent me on unknowingly.  
 
Her guilt was unbearable. It hurt me to see her like this. I was never angry with 
her. I was angry with myself. With my ignorance. My arrogance. But something I 
noticed in many positives, is that they are well aware of their behavior. Anger is 
not an issue. 
 
We don’t speak much anymore. I’d like to know more about how she is doing. But 
thinking of the horrific guilt she must feel towards me, I can understand that I 
would only remind her of that. 
 
The remaining days in India were spent in sadness. I started saying goodbye. 
The person who came here a few weeks earlier was gone. Once I go back, a new 
reality would start. 
 
Boarding that plane back home, I knew I was going back to the face the demons I 
had created. But at least they were only my own demons. At least I hadn’t given 
this venom to anyone else.  
 
The corpse of the adventuring photographer stayed in India. He was gone now. 
 
I was going to face judgement. 
 



III. The questioning of everything 
 
 
Seeking one’s own of identity is a search that’s never completed. But the first 
months of my HIV diagnosis would reign in a time of chaos, soul searching and 
despair. Desperate attempts to return to my old life would fail time and time 
again. This was the darkest hour – I had lost my identity. I refused to 
acknowledge that my previous life had ended and I was thrown out into the winter 
unsheltered. 
 
I sat in the “Aids Help” waiting room in solitude. In front of me there was a wall 
with pamphlets and flyers – half-naked muscular men in underwear in all sorts of 
positions and encouraging poses. Information on gay health. On gay bars. On 
gay-buddy programs, and self-help groups. On gay this and gay that. Not a single 
pamphlet on heterosexuals. I laughed to myself cynically – “wow, so I’m a 
minority within a minority…” 
 
The dry cough and dry skin was ever-present. The virus was busy. It was alive 
and well. It seemed like I could feel it inside of me. Poisoning my blood. I felt 
alien. Poisonous, heavy and contaminated. 
 
I had been diagnosed three weeks earlier, and now I was waiting for the 
aidworker to give me all the information for my next steps. The numerous doctor 
visits, the blood tests the psychological treatments. What kind of medication I’ll 
get and more information on things I had no idea about at the time. A barrage of 
facts and necessities, of obligations and time consuming things I had to prioritize. 
A whole new depressing world that would be my future. Preperations for a life I 
didn’t want. 
 
Apart from these obligations I was in hiding. I didn’t see much of family and 
friends. I would collapse into bed from exhaustion. I kept my everyday tasks to 
small chunks to do – instead of being overwhelmed and paralyzed by the 
situation I was in.  
 
At one of the few social occasions we were preparing dinner – whilst cutting the 
slippery-wet onions I nearly panicked – of fear of cutting myself. Nobody knew. I’d 
spread my poison all over the food. I’d have to confess. I found excuses to be 
relieved of the task. 
 
The few people I did tell always had the same reaction – utter shock. Their eyes 
showed fear and worry and panic and horror. They had all known as much as I 
had at the beginning. Half-Knowledge of the 90ies, which lead me to my 
educational speeches of the things I had just learned myself. Over and over 
again. Unconvincingly I told them not to worry. Being worried myself, I wasn’t very 



consoling. I was becoming a messenger of evil. The messenger of death. I 
started to hesitate to tell people out of fear of receiving that look of horror again. 
That pity. That worry. That fear for me. 
 
And because of these reactions I couldn’t tell my family yet. I had to be secure 
with my knowledge and the medical implications. As long as it was a big deal for 
me, it would be for anyone I would tell. 
 
And I simply coudn’t tell them in the state I was in. I had to be better. It would 
break all our hearts. So I began to shape a mask. Carved from despair and the 
need for protection. To wear on social occasions, on family lunches and at work. 
To wear in public. And to hide from inquisitive eyes.  
 
Work started dwindling. As a photographer, a certain “Alpha” behavior was 
always needed on bigger productions, at negotiations and in general 
environments. But my alpha was gone.  
 
The looming uncertainty, the regular doctors visits, long hours of psychological 
treatment were too draining. I can’t fake confidence. I was broken. My focus was 
elsewhere.  I was distracted. My ability to work with clients started to suffer and 
the quality of my work drastically decreased. Not only because of this load I was 
carrying – but confronted with a deadly virus alters perspectives. I didn’t care 
about fashion photography, or how a product looks like, or this or that portrait. I 
lost interest. In everything. In everyone. Nothing seemed to matter anymore – 
and despite trying to keep the focus when on jobs, the questioning of everything, 
paired with emotional burnout lead to a steady decline, slowly leading to financial 
precarious terrain. 
 
The worse my financial situation was getting, the more desperate I became. 
Bouts of frustrated anger towards the world and myself. Why me? Why did I do 
this? Why did I put myself in this fucking situation? Self-loathing, anger, 
frustration and depression grew. And a horribly cold loneliness – suffering in 
silence.  
 
HIV doesn’t only infect you with a virus. But it plants a seed of doubt that casts its 
shadow over every decision you make. My own behavior and actions have 
brought this virus upon me – so how can I trust my own decisions anymore? Will I 
just continue to fuck up? This red line of self doubt carries itself into years later, 
tarnishing confidence and the ability to decide anything.  
 
I couldn’t even distract myself with meaningless sex – a behavior I had practiced 
well in the past. Not only did my lack of confidence diminish chances of meeting 
anyone – but I was simply too afraid of harming someone else anyhow. Of 



infecting someone. I had a sexual trauma that would accompany me for years to 
come. I was imprisoned in my mind. 
 
In this state of decline I tried visiting a few of the self-help groups.. Sad-eyed 
men,  not a single woman, forced smiles and a forced sense of community. This 
left me even more depressed. Having no woman or heterosexual companion to 
speak with, I even started to question my sexuality. If I am really the only one, 
what does this mean? 
 
I left the group in anger. I would not be a part of this. I felt it to be sad and pitiful. 
As helpful these groups may be for some people, I realized I would refuse to let 
this thing inside of me dictate my life in this way. I wont define my life with this 
virus. I was shocked. I had nothing in common with these people apart from a 
virus. And that is too little common ground for anyone. And my idea of life, of 
living, of definition would not be this thing inside of me. I fled and wept. I was lost 
and drifting. I had no place I felt I belonged.   
 
I looked up “Positive-Dating” sites with disgust – they were equally depressing – 
people trying to find common ground simply because of a common disease. 
Stigmatising themselves, punishing themselves and narrowing their lives to feed 
the needs of their viral beast. Why would someone want this? I asked myself. 
 
A while later, I thought I had overreacted. I tried a second group. I stood outside 
the dilapidated building, watching the victims enter. One by one. Every pore in my 
body refused. I was frozen. I would not go in there. I will not do this. I shall defy 
this fate. It might be theirs, but its not mine. I refuse to victimize myself. My anger 
and pride swelled with rage.  
 
Not me. Not like this. 
 
It was that night I woke up. I felled a decision. Instead of running, and hiding from 
this thing inside me, I wanted to challenge it.  It deserves respect, but not 
absolute control. It deserves an acknowledgement for its vicious power. It has 
stripped me of my previous identity, but it won’t dictate my life. I will keep it in 
plain sight in front of me – expose it, and respect it. But I will not be its victim. Or 
else it would win. It could kill me physically – but it wont kill my psyche. 
 
So I started to fight. I fell in love with its complexity. Its malicious beauty and will 
to survive. The only way for me to start fighting something is to know it inside and 
out. Eliminate the fear I have of it through knowledge. Of what it does and how it 
acts.  
 
I hadn’t started medication yet – but at that moment I decided I would need to. I 
started pinpointing goals – predominantly the “Viral Load”. 



To not be infectious – being able to have sex without fear of contamination – was 
a driving force. The desire to feel clean. Ill do what it takes. 
 
On the 3rd of March 2014 I started taking my medication. I started fighting back. I 
confessed to my family and to more friends. I needed their help, and I am ever 
grateful, and forever in debt for the unconditional support I received. 
 
In June I reached the undetectable viral load. Simply the knowledge of that made 
me feel better. Alive. I can’t do much – but what I can do, I will. I was starting to 
free myself from the micro-deaths I was suffering over the past months. Step by 
step I returned to being alive. 
 
I remember the first day I woke up thinking what a beautiful day it was – and how 
happy I was to be alive. I had resurfaced. It would still be a long path to a new 
normal, but I was on it. And step by step I slowly embraced the future. I could 
open my eyes again. I could see beauty in ways I hadn’t seen.  
 
Ironically, the self help groups did assist me in finding the right choice for me. 
Unintended consequences. They showed me the options I had. The choices I 
could make. 
 
And I would fight. Using art, redefining myself and in search of a new form of 
identity. 
 
In humility, in appreciation, in awe and gratefulness, and with the aid of therapy 
and my family and friends I would start seeking the new. Redefining myself. I 
would become more optimistic and thankful than ever before. Its an ongoing 
process, and it always will be.  
 
Identity is in constant development, adjustment and growth.  And it’s a choice I 
have every day. Do I want to be miserable and suffer? Or will I look at the world 
in curiosity and wonder, appreciating the simple fact of being alive and well? 
 


