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For Wang Shuping and Gao Yaojie





Blind to their suffering, deaf to their sharp words,

The gully of greed can never be filled.

—Gao Yaojie






PROLOGUE Smuggling Blood

I plunged into the world of international smuggling with the stroke of a pen.

It was 2004 in Shanghai, and I had just told the first of many lies about the contents of my luggage. I had concealed in my suitcases a dozen glass vials of medication made from human blood, extracted from people living elsewhere in the world. The Chinese government had banned exactly this—imported blood and products made from blood—decades earlier, in the midst of a deadly crisis borne partly in human blood.

The corridors of Shanghai Pudong International Airport, a polished, shining colossus of marble walkways, metal beams, and glass walls, stood tall, in stark contrast to the low-rent soft-sided lunch coolers slung over each of my shoulders. I trudged through long, crowded halls to the customs inspection station. When my turn came, I handed a stern, formal agent in a black cap my papers. The first was a small, boxy entry card with my name and other personal details. The second was longer—a customs entry document with a series of detailed questions about the contents of my luggage. Despite all the detailed documents required, those bags were never physically inspected.

In the dozens of times I traveled in and out of China, my bags were never searched by anyone—something I would depend on. Seeing my check in the “no” column to a question about carrying human blood, the agent stamped my U.S. passport and I was free to go. I walked back into the country where I worked and lived: China. It was that easy to start smuggling blood, and simple to continue doing it for years.

Back home in the United States a day earlier, I had gently packed the clear, breakable glass vials into my purple picnic coolers. Half the vials contained a syrupy liquid; the other half held dried white nuggets made of human immune particles extracted from blood plasma. I tucked the glass bottles inside soft clothes and socks, a little insurance against them being broken in the baggage hold. Days or weeks later, when I finally needed it, a white-uniformed nurse in a Shanghai hospital would mix the solids with the liquids, then infuse the resulting syrup into my vein. Before that, I had to move these vials, along with my own vein catheter needles, IV bags, and tubing lines, to the other side of the world. I knew I was breaking the law, but it didn’t seem like that big of a deal.

I moved to Shanghai for a magazine job in the early 2000s, only months after learning I had a rare immune disease that would demand regular treatment with a medicine made from human blood plasma. My condition had begun to break down my body, and while the decision seems wildly irrational looking back on it, I remember how excited I was to settle in somewhere that felt far from the States’ cultural stigmas about illness and disability. In China, I had the privilege of living as an outsider; I could pretend to be normal and healthy. People there didn’t know my personal business the same way they might back home. But my new base was far from perfect. The fact that I needed to smuggle blood illustrated the problems in its health-care system. At that time, China was still grappling with an AIDS epidemic from a decade earlier, fueled in part by its blood trade. Covering up the outbreak had made it much worse than it might have been.

With good reason, China banned blood imports from the rest of the world in 1985. The virus that causes AIDS had spread fast, and blood was the culprit in thousands of cases around the globe. Just as the AIDS crisis peaked in the mid-1980s and scientists discovered the virus that causes the disease is transmitted in blood, six global drug companies were accused of selling HIV-tainted blood products in a series of lawsuits that were eventually settled. Thousands of hemophiliacs around the world had been infected via tainted blood products that came from the United States.

China’s ban on foreign blood helped it keep the disease from arriving in the country in a large wave through medicines as it had elsewhere. Yet the government’s persistent lie that AIDS was a “foreign disease”—an offshoot of Western social ills like prostitution, homosexuality, and promiscuity, all of which of course existed in China, despite the government’s denials—created the perfect conditions in that country for a homegrown epidemic. China’s government knew HIV was a risk for blood and plasma donors, but it insisted on downplaying any potential risk within the domestic system and resisted giving donors a way to protect themselves from potential threat. Thousands unwittingly took the disease home to their families, or spread it through blood donations, the victims sometimes left to die without ever knowing what it was that was killing them.

In the 1990s, the virus ripped through parts of the country, with much of the then-deadly virus spread by China’s domestic trade in human blood plasma. In those days, the United States had broader access to lifesaving medication for AIDS, but the situation was different, and more dangerous, in other parts of the world. When I was reporting on the disease in southwestern China in 2007, I learned that only 3 percent of Chinese nationals with HIV had access to the antiretroviral drugs that would save their lives, even though there was a government program that paid for them. While the illness was survivable for many people in wealthier countries, China was still a place where essential AIDS medications weren’t easy to come by.

Although the government had made an effort to clean the system up, the human blood supply chain remained unsafe when I moved to Shanghai. Stories of HIV and hepatitis infections carried through commercial blood and plasma supplies appeared every so often in the news, and it felt like danger lurked in every vial. Corruption in the health-care sector led to cutting corners on safety protocols like blood testing and sterile equipment. Heat treatment had rendered the medicines made from blood plasma safer in the United States by this time, but it was still spotty in China. Knowing all this, for most of my fifteen years in China, I held personal access to a safe blood supply with frequent trips back to the United States. It kept my condition under control.

For years without interruption, I moved other people’s blood particles across the Pacific Ocean in my suitcases. When one hospital grew a little leery of our arrangement, I’d move to a new doctor in Shanghai or Beijing who would agree to bend the rules a little bit and infuse the drugs I’d brought from abroad. They would also stop after a few months or years, when someone on staff complained (probably rightly so) about the unusual accommodation. The rules were more flexible then; I don’t think I’d be able to get away with any of this now. By the time I left China in 2016, the political environment had worsened. The government’s authoritarian hand has grown much heavier, and legal gray areas narrowed significantly. I haven’t tried to return to China since I disclosed my blood-smuggling secret in a piece for an international newspaper in 2019, but years of reporting on labor and politics had already put me on thin ice with the country’s government. I have no idea if I would be allowed back again.

When I told the lie about my luggage on the customs form, I reasoned that the bottles were just medication, a proprietary mix of extremely expensive chemicals. I had, twice before, tried to ship the vials through proper channels, with no success. Customs agents in Shanghai decided the $20,000 declared value was so high that I must be planning to start a clinic, and therefore the importation should be taxed as such. After three days of my pleading with agents and promising I’d never to do it again, the officers let me pick up the medication without a fine. After that, I decided it was easier to go underground than to try to play by the rules.

Bringing fragments of other people’s blood into the country didn’t concern me much, odd as that may sound. For that to make sense, I first need to explain what China was like in the 2000s, when I lived there. Xi Jinping’s security and surveillance apparatus had not yet tightly gripped the country. Many forbidden endeavors that seem obvious now were allowed to exist in the legal shadows and corners. Though the government was unmistakably authoritarian before Xi took power, the country’s political leaders throughout the 2000s were experimenting with more openness than China had seen in generations. The frenzy of new possibilities was especially evident on its frontiers. No country has more miles of international borders than China. In the 2000s and early 2010s, those boundaries were porous; in some places, they were nearly undetectable. Smugglers moved back and forth across the lines as a matter of routine. The rules were even more flexible for those who traveled to and from the country on business.

In those days, nobody checked my bags coming in or going out—anywhere, it seemed. In rural, remote reaches, a bustling cross-border trade regularly flouted checkpoints, taxes, and laws. While out on reporting trips to the borders with Myanmar, North Korea, and Vietnam, I saw smugglers scale fences and steer boats across rivers in broad daylight, carrying bags and boxes of clothes, rice, fish, cooking oil, booze, and full of other contents unknown. I met women who had been tricked into coming to China illegally for what they thought were housekeeping or cooking jobs and who often ended up as unwilling brides for sale and sex workers, trafficked within the country’s borders by human smugglers. But then, I was operating on a much smaller scale, with a smuggling practice that didn’t affect anyone but me. I could, and so many times did, go to hospitals in Shanghai and Beijing with bottles of smuggled medication and ask the staff to inject the liquid into my vein.

Even though I created my own small place in the smuggling world, the magnitude of this underground economy at that time felt staggering to me. When American-style bejeweled engagement rings caught on in China, diamond smugglers filled the gap. Young couples who wanted to buy wedding adornments were hit with a prohibitively expensive luxury tax when the stones were imported through proper channels. The solution? For a short period in the late 2000s, most diamonds sold in China were smuggled into the country, mostly in brokers’ suitcases.

Similarly, the fruits of the U.S. entertainment industry were pirated and smuggled to such an extent that in China, we often watched blockbusters on bootleg DVDs at the same time as they were released in the States, sometimes even before.

Even one of America’s most senior trade officials engaged in the game. In 1998, while negotiating China’s entry into the World Trade Organization, President Clinton’s top trade representative, Charlene Barshefsky, was busted bringing too many Beanie Babies into the United States on her way home. In my case, the illicit, smuggled goods were not for kicks or profit.

The Plasma Economy

By the time I got to China in the early 2000s, the factories that make the world’s things were rapidly becoming China’s fastest highway to wealth. Just twenty years before, this had been a poor country, laying the groundwork for a new, more open economic structure, erecting the epic workshops and production lines that would thrust the country to world economic and political power. By the 1990s, whole regions started organizing around mass-producing single products. I reported on a village nicknamed “Bra Town,” because that’s what they made.

Were it not for the deadly viral bombs buried in the supply chain, the appropriately bizarre blood plasma economy of rural Henan, one of the most populous parts of the country, might have been just another clever nickname for a plot to derive wealth from whatever raw resource was most plentiful. Rural Chinese people sought and sometimes lost fortunes on schemes small and large, like ant farms, stone carving, brewing liquor, and building the world’s toys and clothes. The possibilities seemed ever limitless, and in Henan one thing everyone had to sell was their own plasma—the watery, yellowish protein component of blood.

For some Chinese urbanites, Henan remains a joke, much like elitist Americans on the coasts like to mock West Virginia or Idaho. The origins of that mockery are likewise based on flawed ideas about wealth and class. The stereotypes persist.

When China began to open up its economy, officials in Henan started the plasma business. The region’s farmers, for generations captive to poverty, could make money by selling their blood protein in government-managed clinics that would whirl their fluids into medicines and profits. The blood-centered scheme would create wealth while sheltering China’s people from the dangers of imports of the kind that scandalized and sickened people in Japan, Hong Kong, and other places. The blood trade created wealth in a part of the country where the most abundant natural resource was human bodies.

China embraced warp-speed growth with its own version of capitalism, and its citizens grabbed onto whatever notions might make them rich. If that meant selling blood—the essence of life—the farmers would sell blood. In his Dream of Ding Village, a fictionalized tale about the Henan plasma economy disaster, the Chinese writer Yan Lianke describes life in a community thriving, then crumpling, on its blood economy. The business left an iron-rich scent in the air. This odor was not invented. Yan spent months investigating the trade, and the villagers told him about the ubiquitous smell of blood across the region in the mid-1990s. He wrote:


The grass upon the plain has turned brittle and dry. The trees are all bare; the crops have withered. The villagers are shrunken inside their homes, never to emerge again.

Ever since the blood came. Ever since the blood ran red.



Yan writes fiction, but in the hands of contemporary Chinese writers, the genre is a somewhat tolerated technique to reveal the truth. His blood novel reads like poetry, based on extensive work in his native province listening to the stories of blood sellers and their fates. After it was published, I met him over dinner in Beijing, in an American cowboy-themed restaurant he chose, and he spun more tales of the plasma economy. It sounded like a dark, twisted novel. It was reality.



In Henan, what began as the promise of wealth morphed into certain pain and death. It infiltrated and annihilated entire communities, leaving behind orphans and dire poverty, much of it covered up by local and provincial governments. This province became ground zero for the AIDS outbreak within China, driven by the blood plasma economy. Years after the initial bomb, still-unknown numbers of people in the region lived with HIV infections they got through selling their blood plasma. They were lucky to be alive but dependent on government generosity to pay for their medications and living costs. One of the men whose blood was extracted as raw material in the reckless days of China’s plasma economy told me what it had done to his life and his village. Decades after it happened, speaking to a foreign journalist was still a risky endeavor, but especially to do so back in Henan. Instead, we met hundreds of miles away.

He and other survivors of the catastrophe that hit his village still lived under heavy surveillance, so I could not travel to their homes to learn what happened. Instead, I waited until one December, when a group of AIDS patients and their family members made their annual 450-mile trek to the Chinese capital for a protest on World AIDS Day. They were usually allowed to mull around outside the massive government health building for a while before the police ushered them back onto trains that would return them home to their faraway towns. The protesters let officials know they were still living and still angry at what had befallen them. Their efforts rarely resulted in anything concrete, but sometimes the government raised the amount of compensation it paid to victims of the infection. I sat in the back seat of a cab, a couple of blocks from the protest, while the protester, a slight figure in a lightweight blue jacket, stood outside my open car door. We spoke to each other while facing in opposite directions, hoping nobody saw us chatting.

He had worked as a farmer, one of the people in China who toiled the hardest for the least money. During the blood rush, he could sell his blood for $8 for a half liter once every second or third day. It was a simple, almost ridiculously easy way to make good money—something none of the villagers had been able to find before. It was impossible to resist. People in his village built new homes, bought cars, ate better meals, and life seemed to be on the way up. The man sold his plasma for several years and accumulated a small savings.

Then the government suddenly shut down all the blood stations without telling the plasma sellers why. There was no warning about an AIDS risk, no explanation for the abrupt closures. The quick cash disappeared and few knew about the deadly viral land mines left behind. A few years later, people in this man’s village began falling ill and dying early, in agony. He had heard of AIDS. He believed the government’s assurances that it was a foreign disease that Chinese people wouldn’t get. Then a doctor diagnosed him with it. About one-quarter of roughly 2,000 people in his village sold blood plasma. By the time I met him, more than 200 of his friends, neighbors, and family members—a full one-tenth of the village’s population—had died from complications of AIDS, he told me.

The virus left his body so weak that he had trouble working the way he had before. The meager compensation he received from the government for having been made sick wasn’t enough to get by in what was becoming an ever more expensive country. But still, he was one of the lucky—someone who lived to tell his story. Each year he and his cohorts took the train back to Beijing to protest, and each year they went home with nothing but the satisfaction of having made their presence known.

By most widely accepted estimates, roughly 1 million people were infected with HIV as a result of the provincial government’s pay-for-plasma system. The exact number, including the true number of people who died due to the scandal, remains a secret carefully buried and guarded by the Chinese government. If not for two women—both doctors, but from different eras—who exposed the crisis, the death and devastation would have been much worse. One discovered the epidemic; the other became a cherished public figure insisting it be acknowledged. Without the work of these women, I wouldn’t have smuggled my own blood products into China. Like most Chinese people at that time, I would have been exposed to a wildly unsafe medical system, the traces of which still threaten patients and donors today. As of 2009, AIDS had become the leading cause of death in China among infectious diseases.

By the time I moved to China in 2002, the government wanted people to believe the epidemic was under control and blood supplies were safe. People I met over the years told a different story. I once interviewed a group of men who contracted a rare neurological illness after a chemical exposure cluster in northern China. They used the same medication I do, made from human blood plasma. When I asked if they knew about the HIV risk, they nodded and said, “Of course.” They talked about it all the time; they were always worried about it. They even had to sign a waiver acknowledging the potential risk. But what else could they do? They didn’t have imported or smuggled medicines like I did.

The Warnings

Drs. Gao Yaojie and Wang Shuping were strangers with no ties except location until the AIDS scandal emerged in the 1990s. By then, Dr. Gao had retired. She was a gynecologist who still did public health work education, teaching sex workers and youth about safer sex practices. Dr. Wang was a medical researcher studying blood-borne viruses. I visited Gao Yaojie four times in New York, where she lived in exile, today well into her nineties. She escaped to America late in life, under threat of imprisonment or worse. Gao never learned to speak English, so she connected to the world online and only in Chinese. She became well known as a crusader, nicknamed back home in China as the “AIDS Granny.”

When we first met in 2013, Dr. Gao was a tiny woman, her health under strain from illness and the stress of having fled alone to an unfamiliar country. Her feet were bound for a time when she was young, but the bandages were removed when the practice fell out of favor later in her life. As a result, she walked with a bit of a limp. She had a personality that filled the room, however, and an authoritative way of speaking, loudly. She also had a real temper—the perfect personality to publicly take on one of the world’s most secretive governments over a crisis it had helped create and didn’t want to deal with.

I turned up at her apartment in West Harlem, New York City, to try to piece together what had happened in Henan. For me, it was as much a personal mission as a journalistic one. I had been captivated by the AIDS crisis and subsequent cover-up in China, and also by its origins, given how I relied on one of the key medications whose source was responsible for the crisis. When I met Gao, she lived in a large complex that had become a low-income housing fortress complete with guards, cameras, and multiple locks. I’ve often thought back to that first meeting, chuckling that perhaps the most powerful person in the building at that time was a little Chinese grandmother.

In that first conversation, Gao told me she left China with only a blood-pressure cuff and a portable hard drive that preserved a thousand photos of victims of the epidemic. Before she agreed to talk with me, she sent me a list of rules. She would not discuss China’s politics, its political leaders, or the general topic of dissidents. She was wary of being portrayed as an all-purpose politics critic. I didn’t blame her at all. Her focus was the AIDS epidemic and cover-up.

As I got to know her, I saw Dr. Gao as eccentric, kind, and entertaining, but prone to dark moods. Who wouldn’t be, living in exile? She spent most of her time bedridden, writing and researching, and reliving memories of what she had seen in China, in a lifetime that spanned eras of political turmoil. Across the days and months, she emailed contacts back home and added to her writing. When we first met, she was putting the last touches on her twenty-seventh book, the ninth to chronicle China’s AIDS epidemic. In the years after, she kept writing.

“You wouldn’t understand the earlier books; they were too technical,” she told me for a 2013 profile in BuzzFeed. I laughed, but I could tell right away she was not someone I wanted to argue with. Seventeen years before, just after she retired as a gynecologist and professor at a medical school in her home province, Gao was such a thorn in the side of the government that she had to escape to the United States. She eventually fled China with the aid of Hillary Clinton, then the U.S. secretary of state.

“I didn’t do this because I wanted to become involved in politics,” she said back then. “I just saw that the AIDS patients were so miserable. They were so miserable.”

As we spoke, Gao began to reveal horror stories. She spoke of young men and women, the poorest in the province, caught up in plasma fervor. The blood rush was so intense that people went to the extraction centers as often as they could. There were wild rumors of a man who stood on his head to keep his blood flowing so he could sell more of his fluid. The people of Henan got just a drop for their plasma, while go-betweens amassed personal profits selling what they advertised as a pure supply. Villages were littered with bright red slogans and banners: “Stick out an arm, show a vein, open your hand, and make a fist, 50 kuai” (at the time, about $6). “If you want a comfortable standard of living, go sell your plasma.” “To give plasma is an honor.”

First it was a frenzy, and then, in a few years, the sickness and death replaced the giddiness. Gao’s first patient confirmed with AIDS was a young woman who never got better after giving birth. The woman died soon after her child was born. Stories of death and tragedy seemed endless. Gao told them to whoever would listen. She wrote books and poems, gave speeches, and angered local officials and the power far off in Beijing. Her writing from that era was as cutting as her press interviews:


Like a vampire, you have the people’s blood on your hands.

Blind to their suffering, deaf to their sharp words,

The gully of greed can never be filled.



Eventually, she stopped leaving her apartment, afraid she would be captured or beaten by government officials. She described her plight as being virtually under house arrest by the time she fled to the United States; it was rumored that she’d be physically detained if she didn’t get out.

China’s government did not want the world to know that a government-run blood-buying scheme had infected an entire region with a deadly virus. They couldn’t get Gao to stop talking about it. Even after she fled to safety in 2007, she kept speaking on it, from an unfamiliar country where she had almost no ties. Each time we met, everything she said, she said with great urgency. And there was one thing Gao repeated every time we spoke: You need to talk to Wang Shuping. She knows everything.



Wang Shuping was a generation younger and as friendly and sociable as Gao was forceful and argumentative. She created an entirely different life, integrated into her adopted country, lush with friends and family. As I learned more about what had happened in China in the years before I arrived and how this younger doctor discovered the virus sickening patients in the Chinese plasma pool, I made plans. She had never granted interviews about her work or role in exposing the epidemic; apart from one personal essay she published years later, she seemed to put the whole incident behind her.

Finally, on a spring morning in 2018, I drove south from Montana to Utah to meet this woman who might have saved my life through this odd chain of events. I’d heard her name for years, but I didn’t know what to expect. I thought we would be revisiting the dark history of events that took place in another country, not opening a window onto one where we both lived now. Within two years of our first meeting, she, too, would be gone.




CHAPTER 1 The Whistleblower


I tell myself that I protected vulnerable and helpless people and that I have to be strong against evil powers.

—Wang Shuping



Interstate 15 stretches like a flat gray snake in the shadows of the Rocky Mountains, winding along the broad valleys and open fields from Montana through southern Idaho and into Utah’s snowcapped Wasatch Range. This is a rapidly changing part of America. In the 2020s, it has weathered a mass building and gentrification boom spurred by a push to the mountains from new wealth, tourists, second-home owners, and tech investment. The Mountain West offers a glimpse of a world of soaring economic inequality. In the spring, the vast valleys are filled with bright yellow canola fields and patches of purple lupine and camas. It is uncluttered, clean, and perhaps as far as one could escape from the cities of China’s crowded, industrial Henan province. People come to this part of America now to ski, hike, and kayak; those who live here full-time wrangle with increasing costs for housing—and just about everything else. I can imagine that coming to Utah from the gray urban tangles of Henan or Beijing, two notoriously gritty spots in China, must have been a relief to Wang Shuping. It seemed so, given the amount of time she spent outdoors, hiking the trails in the nearby mountains.

Wang Shuping and I emailed back and forth for a few weeks before we met. Though she hadn’t spoken with any journalists at length, she was eager to meet. She said she had read some of what I had written about the blood scandal and her old colleagues, and enough time and distance had passed that she felt comfortable talking about it.

As I drove the 400-some-mile stretch from my home in Montana down through the valleys, she sent text messages every two hours, giving me directions to her home and checking to see if I was safe on the road. It felt like we already knew each other by the time I pulled up outside her house, a beautiful brick home with a big, well-tended yard and garden. I had been to her hometown back in China; I knew how different this little slice of Americana was from the rural edges of a big Chinese city.

Over the years, I had met many Chinese dissidents, human rights lawyers, and hard-bitten activists—the most outspoken critics of the regime. I’m not sure who I expected Wang Shuping to be, but a small, smiling woman with a quick laugh, who had adopted “Sunshine” as her English name, was probably not it. And yet it fit her perfectly. Dr. Wang’s smile was instant; it lit up the room. Her laugh was infectious. She was short, neatly coiffed and dressed, maybe ten years older than me, and we hit it off from the first moment. I stepped out of my car and we hugged hello. It was like visiting an aunt I had just met in person for the first time.

She insisted I stay with her in Salt Lake City, at her large home in the foothills. She welcomed me in, introduced her husband and the pets, and made me feel like a family member. We chatted for a bit about my drive down from Montana, then she told me what she had planned for us for the next few days. She wanted to take a ride to Park City for lunch, then tour around downtown Salt Lake City. We’d see the Mormon temples and tourist sites. There was somewhere else she was eager to take me, but she didn’t explain what it was right away. She just made a point of telling me that we needed to stop somewhere, to see a specific place, after our day full of sightseeing.

I was happy to roll along with the tour schedule and let her decide what she wanted to tell me and when. I wanted to hear her story, but I was in no hurry to dive into an interview about what happened back in China. Yet within a few minutes of chatting about my long drive, she asked what she seemed to have been wondering about since I first contacted her.

How to Create a Crisis

“It’s been twenty-three years,” she said. “Why do you still care about this?” As best as I could, I explained that she might have saved my life in a roundabout way, and she certainly saved many others from exposure to a deadly virus. She nodded her head, now understanding why I had come. As we chatted late into the evening, she stopped abruptly at one point to ask if I was tired. Even though I hadn’t thought about it, she noticed that my left hand was trembling—something that happens when I am overly tired. Most people never notice this strange tremor, yet Wang noticed my hand shaking subtly, shortly after we met. She smiled and laughed with ease, but I began to understand how she also noticed tiny details with the careful eye of a trained scientist.

The next morning, we hopped into her hybrid SUV. She asked me to drive because she didn’t like to navigate the winding mountain passes. We cruised over the highway for about an hour to reach Park City to the east. Along the way, while traversing a gorgeous winding mountain road, we talked about Chinese food, the landscape, American politics, and, of course, the blood trade in both countries.

Park City is the wealthiest small town in America, a picturesque mountain town filled with tidy, expensive homes, quaint shops, and pricey restaurants. On this Saturday, it was filled with tourists. As we spoke about her fleeing China to the United States, I overheard two women at the next table talking about their housekeepers. The worlds of those two tables were so far apart. I wondered what the women with household staff might think if they knew the petite lady in the white jacket and pants sitting a few feet from them had aggravated the Chinese government so much that she had to run to safety and restart her life in America. That this woman had ended her career and personal life in her home country, a consequence of protecting poor people from a government-managed catastrophe.

Over lunch, I came to understand that Wang had not forgotten the crisis she uncovered, any more than I was able to ignore the plasma industry I rely on for survival. It was clear she remembered all that had happened back in China, and those events shaped the facets of her life. Wang had an optimism about the world that often eluded others who challenged China’s power structure and subsequently fled for their lives. Even so, I could tell that it was on her mind all the time. When we finished eating and started the drive back to Salt Lake City, she reminded me again there was something in an otherwise unremarkable strip mall near her house she wanted to show me. We made a plan to go the following day. That night, she told me more of her story.

Wang grew up on the other side of the world from Salt Lake City, outside of Zhoukou, a bustling metropolis that sits at the confluence of three rivers in Henan province. I’d been to Zhoukou a few times while reporting on electronics manufacturing in China. The region had become a cheaper hub for companies like Apple to make their devices, hiring farm kids who accepted lower wages than offered in other, bigger factory towns. That city in the mid-2010s was dirty, industrial, and gray, the rivers choked with waste and tainted by chemical pollution. China changes fast and often unpredictably, but I got the feeling Zhoukou was last on the list of cities slated for improvements. It seemed to be a place forgotten or pushed aside in the rush for prettier, greener versions of development in metropolises, like Beijing and Shanghai.

Wang came of age in the tumultuous years of China’s Cultural Revolution, when political upheaval touched every life, especially of those in the countryside. Mao’s great uprising destroyed educational systems, smashed cultural foundations, and made “re-education” the rule of the land. Even so, Wang worked her way through the mess and studied science and medicine at university. She was drawn to the sciences and public health, interests of hers from as far back as she could remember.

Early in her career, in 1991, she was assigned to a health department in the city of Zhoukou, hired in an intriguing new role: medical researcher tasked with monitoring the health of donors in the city’s first blood plasma extraction center. The plasma bank paid its donors the equivalent of seven to eight U.S. dollars for half a liter of blood, under the banner of a government program that touted unproven health benefits and potential wealth for blood sellers. News spread rapidly among the farmers, who were used to backbreaking labor and little money. This was easy cash—guaranteed pay for something they had plenty of. A few weeks after opening, there were 200 people a day lining up at the plasma bank to donate their blood protein. They crowded the clinic rooms and snaked in lines through the corridors to have their veins tapped for cash. The clinics rushed those plasma donors through the process as if they were livestock, extracting the plasma as quickly as possible to get ever more raw material that could be sold for profit.

At the time, Wang was looking for hepatitis C—a virus that travels in the blood and inflames the liver—and she found it already had infiltrated the plasma pool. She hunted for signs that the emergency had arrived, knowing it was only a matter of time before the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) showed up in her testing samples. It finally happened in 1995. A man who traveled across the country while selling his plasma tested positive for HIV. He continued to roam and sell his tainted blood, unwittingly passing the virus along as he stopped to earn the money each plasma station paid him. By the time his infection showed up in the system, the local blood plasma trade had been scaled up to such a size and speed that nurses and technicians reused tubing and needles to save money and time. Worse, they shared the machines that separate whole blood into plasma and red blood cells. In their hurried push to pull plasma from blood and get donors through the system quickly, the clinics exposed healthy plasma sellers to blood-borne viruses.

Though the practice of selling blood plasma was as stigmatized in China then as it has been in the rest of the world, the payment lured people in. It felt like an easy way to make more money in a matter of minutes than most people had seen in their lifetimes. But across Henan and nearby parts of central China, government clinics rushing to make a profit had cut corners and infected untold thousands of their patients with a deadly virus. Wang sounded the alarm, initially going through low-level government channels at home, then later notifying health authorities in Beijing. At first, they did nothing.

For months after China’s leadership knew of the problem—alerted at several points by Wang Shuping as part of her work monitoring the health of donors—the plasma banks stayed open, spreading the virus unchecked among people who came to sell their blood. AIDS treatment was in its infancy, especially in China, and education was the primary resource in helping people avoid the virus. But there was little education, just a continued frenzy to make money from the blood of poor people. Without explaining to the donors that they had been exposed to HIV, a deadly disease, the government suddenly shut down the entire plasma economy. It was then that Wang understood the drive for
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