
Unapologetically Undetectable
Tony Christon-Walker and Marissa Gonzalez want to help close disparities that make viral
suppression harder for people of color.

October 3, 2023 By Tim Murphy

There is a stark difference in time between when Alabama’s Tony Christon-Walker and Florida’s
Marissa Gonzalez were diagnosed with HIV and when each learned that Undetectable Equals
Untransmittable (U=U).
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Christon-Walker, 56, a longtime HIV service provider and advocate in Birmingham, was diagnosed
with HIV in 1993—three years before the first truly effective suppressive treatment regimens for
HIV emerged. “I was scared at the time,” he recalled. “We in the Black community thought that
HIV was a gay white man’s disease.” But he also admits he knew that he could get it and that, in a



relationship at the time, he chose to have sex without condoms.

“I was told by the doctor who diagnosed me to get my affairs in order,” he said. “All my friends
diagnosed with HIV were dead in four months.” Still, he lived, despite putting off going on HIV
medications until 2006—and even then, he says, only because of, in his words, “vanity”—he didn’t
want any tell-tale signs of advancing HIV, such as skin infections, on his face. 

But once he started meds, he says, “My whole life changed. I didn’t really understand what viral
load was until that point. But mine went from 300,000 to undetectable.”

After that, he had an inkling that suppressed virus might prevent passing it to others because he
was in a relationship with a man who remained HIV negative even though they were regularly
having condomless sex. But he did not learn about U=U explicitly until 2016, when he was at the
“HIV Is Not a Crime” conference in Huntsville, Alabama, to convene about repealing outdated laws
in several states that criminalize people with HIV for having sex with others without disclosing
their status, even if they are undetectable. 

Having an undetectable viral load means you can’t pass on the virus sexually. “I immediately
realized that that’s why my partner was still negative,” he said.
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As for Gonzalez, her doctor explained U=U to her immediately after she was diagnosed with HIV in
2016. “My gynecologist, who diagnosed me, told me that it was treatable,” she recalled, “but I still
freaked out, cried for days, fell into a depression and attempted suicide.” Her despair, she



admitted, was mainly due to knowing next to nothing about HIV or modern treatment. “I don’t
even think I knew that there was effective medication—I thought it was a death sentence.” 

When she told her best friend, the friend disclosed that she had a family member living with HIV. 
“She said, ‘You’re going to live a long, healthy life—HIV is easier to treat than diabetes,’ and I’m
like, ‘What? No, it’s not!’ But then my new HIV doctor explained to me that if I stayed on treatment
consistently, I’d have so little virus in my body that I wouldn’t be able to transmit it to a sexual
partner. I thought, ‘Who’s worried about sex right now? I care about my own life and health!’”

But a few years later, as she became increasingly involved in HIV advocacy and even went public
with her own status, she came to find the reality of U=U liberating. “I didn’t have to worry about
passing the virus unintentionally to someone else.”

She noted, however, that she still discloses her status to sex partners because Florida is still one of
many states that criminalizes nondisclosure. When she does, she said, the reactions are mixed.
“One guy asked me, ‘Are you sure I can go down on you?’” (Even before U=U was known, it should
be noted, it was well-known that men are far more likely to pass HIV sexually to a woman than
vice-versa.) 

“Another asked why I was dating if I had HIV. Sometimes I want to just say, ‘You need to go to
Google.’” But she says that no man has outright rejected her because of her HIV once she
explained all the science to them. 

As for Walker, he loves explaining U=U to people. “As a Black gay man living with HIV who lives
my life openly and proudly, I’ll talk about U=U whenever it’s appropriate, because I want people to
know that if you take your meds, nothing separates you from anyone else.” 

Still, he said he worries that all the hype about U=U will make folks with HIV who are not
undetectable, such as some long-time survivors who’ve accrued heavy drug resistance over the
years, “feel badly.” He noted that current viral-load tests define undetectable as having below 20
copies of virus per milliliter of blood, whereas studies show that one can have a viral load up to
200 copies per milliliter and still cannot transmit HIV. 

“Nobody really talks about that,” he said. “We need to do a better job of explaining what U=U
really means.”

And yes, he said, he’s aware that Black folks living with HIV in the United States have lower rates
of viral suppression than their white counterparts. But, he says, “We know that’s because Black
people don’t have equivalent access to treatment and care”—not to mention other disparities,
such as being more likely to experience homelessness or being unstably housed, which can make
it hard for folks to adhere to a daily meds schedule. That’s why, he said, he supports funding and
programs that help Black folks with HIV with housing, medical case management, mental health,
transportation and other things crucial to keeping someone engaged in treatment.

As for Gonzalez, she thinks there needs to be more HIV and sexual health education aimed at



Latinos and Spanish-speakers. “In Hispanic households,” she said, “only pregnancy is discussed.”
She wants to do more of this work herself, she said, but sometimes doesn’t feel confident because,
although she is of Hispanic descent, she grew up in an English-speaking home and has limited
Spanish. 

But she admits she’s come a long way from the despair of her HIV diagnosis. “My life today is
traveling as an advocate and speaking up for those living with HIV who are not yet comfortable
publicly speaking their truth.” Case in point: She blogs for the HIV women’s group The Well Project.
“I want to normalize these conversations so we can get rid of the stigma around them.” And part
of that is continuing to spread the word about U=U. 

Christon-Walker echoes that. “I love what U=U means for our sexual freedom and liberation,” he
said. “It means we’re not dirty or disgusting—we’re just like everybody else.”
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