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The Sound of Heartbeats
By Esther Wang

 Admit it: a heartbeat is 
something that you take for granted. 
We don’t thank our hearts for pumping 
blood throughout our bodies nor do 
we ever really appreciate it at its full 
value; we don’t need to. But, do you ever 
think about the people who struggle to 
keep their hearts beating every minute 
of their lives? There are people whose 
entire lives take place on a battlefield, 
where they fight every day to survive; 
most of these people don’t even have 
enough money to get examined by a 
doctor!

 In the summer of 2014, we 
joined the Angel Heart International 
Gansu Trips as volunteers to provide 
services to a small group of children 
who were to have heart surgeries 
under the sponsorship of Angel Heart 
International.

 We had two trips this year. 
One team served from 6/19/2014 – 
6/22/2014, and the other served from 

June 2014 Gansu trip: Meeting the patients and their families at the hospital the first day.

August 2014 Gansu trip: AHI volunteers meet with the patients at the hospital.

8/14/2014 – 8/17/2014. 
 Everything we experienced, 
from what we saw to what we heard, 
gave us very deep impressions and 
definitely influenced our goals and 
ideals.

 The trips ended months ago, but 
we will always remember the playful 

children and their dire situations. The 
helpless patients, the anxious parents, 
and the poor people, who, although had 
no flowery words to shower us with, 
showed us gratitude in the simplest 
ways, are deeply embedded in our 
memories!

 Growing up in the city, we had 
never even seen such poor people; it 
was as if I had stepped into a parallel 
universe. We believe that we, the 
teenagers, can change their lives. An 
individual’s impact is limited, but 
we can change the world by banding 
together and working as a team!

 There are still a lot of people who 
are struggling to get normal heartbeats 
every day!

 The sound of a healthy heartbeat 
is not something to be taken for granted; 
cherish the time you have.

 And here are our stories.
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2014 Summer Gansu Trip #1: June 19 - June 22
Day 1: 6/19 (Hospital Visit) The first day in Gansu was a nice experience where we got 

to meet the children and the families who were :undergoing 
cardiothoracic surgery.  On our way to the hospital, we went 
to the supermarket to buy the kids fruits, crackers, and stuffed 
animals to give to them. There was a seven-month boy named 
Fugui Zhao and a year old girl named Yao Yanxin. When 
we first went inside the room, the families of the children 
wanted to make sure we were comfortable and wanted us to 
sit down. They really appreciated the gifts and wouldn’t stop 
thanking us for the small gifts we gave them. We were able to 
take picture with the families and children. I also got to hold 
Yao Yanxin and it was so incredible to held on to her without 
her crying or not wanting to go back to her mom. I held her 
tightly and didn’t want to let her go. She looked so innocent 
and soft and when I looked into her eyes I can see that she 
deserves to live a long, healthy life like any other child. I’m 

Yao Yanxin, a 1-year-old with VSD, is held by volunteer Nika Nikbahkt.

Zhao Fugui, 7 months old, also has ventricular septal defect.

really glad I was able to keep her close to me and be able to hold on to her before having to see her go through surgery the 
next day. After the brief introduction, we left the family and wished them a good luck for the next day.   
                    --- Nika Nikbahkt

 Today we got to meet the family of the children 
getting surgery. Before we visited the hospital, we went 
to the supermarket to get gifts. We got the boy named 
Fugui Zhao a toy husky with a sweater and the girl named 
Yanxin Yao a pink bear. We also got their families oranges, 
apples, and peaches. The walk to the hospital was about 
ten minutes to walk to from the hotel. When we arrived 
at the hospital, the families were so welcoming and nice. 
They let Alex and Andrea hold their child. Yanxin really 
liked her gift and was hugging it throughout our visit. She 
was very interested in the tag on the bottom of the bear. 
She was more aware of her surroundings and was looking 
around a lot. She reminded me of myself when I was little. 
She had really big eyes and her head was shaved. 

Fugui was younger and therefore only focused on his 
grandparents. His parents were not in the hospital because 
they had to find work in the city to provide for the family. 
Since Fugui’s family grows wheat, the surgery happened at 
a good time. When they return from the surgery, it would 
be time to harvest. This year they had a drought so they 
were not able to make a lot of money. Fugui originally 
went to the doctors to fix his cleft lip, but they realized 
that he had PDA and ASD and therefore they had to fix 
his heart before Smile Train fixes his lip. During the visit, 
the children seemed a bit scared because there were so 
many people in the room. There were also bystanders 
from the hospital crowding the door way. Everyone was 
trying to make the children feel more comfortable. Fugui 
was looking at me so I waved and smiled at him and then 

I looked to the left and realized Yanxin was waving back and 
smiling at me. I felt so happy and excited at that moment. It 
was so great to know that I was able to make a baby, which 
seemed so uncomfortable, smile. We concluded our visit after 
to let the families rest for the surgery tomorrow.  
      --- Karena Luu

Day 2: 6/20 (Surgery)
On the second day, we first went to the hospital to see 

the children and their family before their procedure. They 
greeted us warmly, but the children felt uneasy since they 
had to go through the surgery so we left the room so they 
can have some privacy. The boy, Fugui Zahao was scheduled 
to have the morning surgery, but the surgery got postponed 
because of a high fever. We had to split off into two groups 
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to observe Yao Yanxin’s open-heart surgery. I was part of the 
first surgery, so I watched the girl incessantly cry as she came 
into the operating room. The nurses tried to comfort her and 
later went under anesthesia, so she can be unconscious to go 
through the surgery.  We watched the first half of Yao Yanxin’s 
surgery where they put her to sleep, and bypassed her heart 
to the heart-lung machine. Once they put her into the heart-
lung machine, her heart stopped beating regularly and it was 
stopped so the surgeons were able to open up the heart to 
patch up the hole in between her left and right ventricles. 
Once they closed up the hole, they sewed up the heart and 
took her off the heart-lunch machine. It was such an amazing 
experience to see her heart beating again. 

The AHI team and the patient’s family members talk as they’re 
anxiously awaiting the surgery results.

Yao Yanxin is wheeled out of the surgery room into the ICU by doctors.

After getting to watch the first half of the surgery, we 
were able to rotate with the other group so we can go in the 
waiting room to be with their family. The entire family during 
the entire procedure was so anxious to have their child back, 
as the child came out of the OR room it was great to see them 
face their child. The moment they laid eyes on their child, 
there was a rush of adrenaline to hope that they get to have 
their own child back again and that everything is okay. They 
were so happy that the surgery went well, and they can be 
with their child again. What I loved most about the entire 
day was when the parents got to see a quick glance of their 
daughter coming out of the OR, because they were waiting 
the past three hours so anxious to see their child and they 
finally have a moment to know that she is finally okay.

Later that night after the procedure, the entire group of 
AHI was able to go out to dinner with the entire staff that was 
helping during the surgery earlier that day. Not only did we 
have the opportunity to watch the procedures and be able to 
get close to the patient’s family, but also we were able to have 
personal relationship with the entire staff. It was nice to get 
to spend time with everyone and get to know more about 
their history and who they are. Also, it meant a lot that they 

were taken time out of their busy life to make time to spend 
it with us, which is something I truly value a lot in a person 
and they were all genuinely great staff who are there to help 
save lives.       
     --- Nika Nikbahkt

“After they transferred Yanxin to another bed, we got 
to follow Dr. Carson into the Surgery Intensive Care room, 
which is apparently not allowed, so we were lucky to be 
able to see what it was like. Dr. Carson said that most of 
the equipment in the room was from Germany or from the 
United States. The atmosphere in the surgery room was so 
calm. The nurses and teachers in the room were all talking 
and laughing. Dr. Carson even drew a picture of the liberty 
bell on his glove with the patient’s blood and a surgical tool 
while we were waiting to see if the heart was working okay 
on its own. It is so inspiring and admirable that the surgeons 
in Lanzhou work here because they have a strong bond with 
the people here. They could easily work in larger cities and 
make much more money, but instead they work here for less. 
They perform 4-6 surgeries a day, which is very incredible. 
After the surgery was done, I was so relieved for the children. 
I then noticed how many tubes, and even a catheter they had 
coming out of them. I remember Ruben, my boyfriend, telling 
me how much pain he was in after his heart surgery. He had a 
hard time moving and breathing. So I was very worried about 
how much pain they would feel when they wake up. 

We were so privileged in the hospital. They set up a whole 
room for us to sit and wait. They also provided water and 
food for us during the whole day. Our team already brought 
water along with us so we decided to distribute the water to 
the families in the hospital. The hospital staff even let us into 
the restricted areas, such as the ICU and the SIC. I felt so 
blessed being able to be part of the process.   
      --- Karena Luu
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Day 3: 6/21 (The Reunion Day)

Former AHI patients Wang Bangzhou, Zhu Lina and Lan Xiaohua 
receive the AHI Education Scholarship, which helps pay their tuition.

AHI patients and their families arrive at the annual AHI reunion.

The most meaningful experience I had was today 
because we got to visit the past patients and hear their 
touching stories. We go to a shattered school in the rural 
parts of Gansu, which was about an hour and a half drive 
from the city. When I walked inside the school, I noticed 
the harsh condition and the limited amount of equipment 
provided. There were about 80 people there including the 
parents and all the previous patients who have been able to 
be saved through AHI. 

 Everyone sat down in the classroom and Dr. Lee showed 
a video of AHI, which illustrated the mission of AHI.  As 
I was watching the video, I started crying uncontrollably. 
I wasn’t able to hold my tears; it just started gushing out 
because I felt so sorry for these people and felt bad that I 
couldn’t do much to be able to give them happiness. As I was 

Lan Xiaohua, who received surgery in 2008, is now completely healthy.

crying through the video, a courageous girl who I didn’t meet earlier by name of Zhu Lina came and held onto my hands. 
She started speaking to me in Mandarin, so Albert would translate back and forth. We just sat there and just held onto each 
other’s hands. I didn’t want to let her go, for a moment there I was able to feel how she felt. She had to go through so much 
to be here today and she was the person who was lightening 
up my day. Zhu Lina was a kind soul, I am so grateful to 
have bonded with her that day. We got to hangout together 
the entire time, we got so close that she even gave me her 
home and email address. When we were all in the classroom, 
a couple of the previous patients came up and spoke about 
how much AHI has made a positive impact on their lives 
and gave them the opportunity to fight after their dreams like 
other healthy children. 

After the presentation, we all went outside and distributed 
out gifts that we brought for the children and also took a lot 
of photos with them. The kids were so cute, and it was so nice 
to be able to see the bright smiles on their faces. Seeing them 
smile and playing around gave me joy. I was so delighted to 
be there with them, it meant so much to me that I was able to 
cherish my time with these kids. 

When we left the school, we drove for another two hours 
to go into the terrace farming where we visited the families. 

The view of the beautiful mountains and the terrace farm 
from the top where these families lived was mesmerizing. 
Unfortunately, these people lived in caved in houses without 
any source of water other than collecting it from the rain. 
They lived in poor conditions, and had to walk miles away 
to get to anywhere. These families only made about 10,000 
RMB per year and were not able to afford to live anything 
close to comfortably. These children were not encouraged to 
go to school because they needed to help their family with 
the crops and also it was hard to walk so many miles away 
just to go to school. Even though these families had nothing, 
they still shared with us food when we went to visit them. 
The first family gave us potatoes and bread buns, which were 
so fresh and delicious. When we got a tour of their house, 
we saw that this family had to sleep on slab of concrete with 
thin blanket and barely had anything in their house. I gave 
them vitamins, and they didn’t even know how to open the 
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jar to access these vitamins. One of the girls was a former patient who suffered from ventricular septal disease, which is the 
number one most common congenital heart disease.  Even though these families had hardly anything, they were so nice and 
hospital and we all had a pleasant time spending the afternoon with them.    --- Nika Nikbahkt

Day 4: 6/23 (Recovery)
Today was the last visit we made with the children and 

their families in the hospital. First we saw Fungui Zhao’s 
grandparents who greeted us warmly and we noticed that 
Fughui Zhao seemed to do a lot better. However, the earliest 
he can have his surgery would have to the following Monday 
due to his high fever. We kept the visit with the family short 
and went on to visit Yao Yanxin in the intensive care unit 
(ICU). We went into the ICU one by one because Yao Yanxin 
just fell asleep and we didn’t want to wake her up from her 
deep sleep. We were so grateful for the opportunity to get to 
visit her in the ICU, because even the parents of the patients 
are sometimes not allowed inside. When I went to the ICU to 
see her, she seemed to appear fine and had no signs of pain. 

AHI Family Visits: Volunteers visit the patients and their families in their homes in the Gansu countryside.

 AHI team with Zhao Fugui’s family as he’s recovering from surgery.

“After visiting the children at the school, we began our trip to visit two families for a check-up. I was sure in for a treat. 
The ride to the houses was long and was on a dirt windy road. It was very different to what I have seen in the United States. 
Soon after, the roads started to get narrower and that was when we were dropped off to hike to the houses. I was not expecting 
the path to the houses to be so challenging. On the way, we saw the crops that were growing. I found out that the farmers rely 
on the rain to water the crops. If there was a drought, then their growing season is cut short and they make less money. This 
shocked me because they were not making much to support their families in the first place. They only make about 10,000 
RMB per year. Also, the school children are not encouraged by their parents to attend school. The children must walk at 
least 6 miles each way to school without parental supervision. They catch rain water to use. The first house that we visited 
had potatoes and a bun for the whole team to eat. It was so delicious and I was so grateful for receiving the food since they 
had so little. It really shows how much of good people they are to give when they have so little. We got a tour of their house 
and to my disbelief, they slept on a slab of concrete with a thin blanket on top. They only had one light bulb per room and 
one room was even shared with the kitchen. It made me sad because it gets so cold at night. The clothes of the children were 
covered in dirt and even when Dr. Carson was checking the girl, her torso was covered in dirt. The living conditions of both 
families were very hard.”          --- Karena Luu

For children it is normal to have a fast recovery.  Moreover, it was wonderful to hear that she will be able to go home soon. 
We left her after giving her a quick visit and wished the family the best for everything. It was hard to say goodbye to the 
families since we have been so close to them in the past couple of days.      

                        --- Nika Nikbahkt
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2014 Summer Gansu Trip #2: August 13 - August 17

This is the ‘Big Northwest’ of China! Look down from the airplane, I saw a giant patchwork quilt of land. 
As I stepped out of the plane, I was hit with the crisp, clean air of the province. It was such a great feeling, and the azure 

blue skies were a welcome view after the clouded smog of Beijing. 
I had been anticipating this trip for the longest time, mulling over several questions: how can we provide help? What 

do the kids look like? Are they cute? Can they run, jump, and sing? Are their heart conditions at a critical stage? I know that 
heart diseases can cause an untold amount of suffering and can even be fatal. How can I help these people? 

Contrary to the various questions floating in my head, I have one objective firmly planted:  I will definitely do my best 
to help them!                --- Esther Wang

Day 0: 8/13 (Arriving in Lanzhou)

Day 1: 8/14 (Hospital Visit)
Today is the team assembly day. In the morning we 

gathered in the lobby of the hotel and met with each other 
for the first time. Imagine my surprise when I realized all 
of them were guys. Their names are Simon, Kai, Yaphets, 
Johnny, and Kevin. Unfortunately, I was the only non-native 
Chinese speaker there! Oh well, a girl can’t have everything, 
can she? Although I seemed to be at a bit lacking on the 
communication level, I hope everything will work out.

 

In the morning, all six of us went to go visit the children 
and cheer them up before their surgeries tomorrow. We 
gave them some cards with our prayers for their health and 
opened toys and backpacks with the kids!

I hope that the families understood my Mandarin; after 

Three Young Patients: Li Yanfei, Ran Xinlgei and Liu Tong

The AHI team meets the children as they’re awaiting surgery.

all, it is my second language! Of course, love, the common language of mankind, can overcome any barriers!
There are 3 patients, but I’m in charge of taking care of Ran Xinglei. The little girl is 4 years old and absolutely adorable. 

She’s incredibly shy and peeped out at me from behind her mother’s dress the entire time, but everyone could tell that 
she loved the doll we bought for her. With nearly 6 dresses in both hands, Ran Xinglei still tried to grab the Barbie. After 
conversing with the little girl’s family, we took a bunch of pictures and videos together.

In evening, we posted our activities of today on the Facebook. Tomorrow will be a big day!    --- Esther Wang

Today we met at the lobby in the afternoon and prepared 
for the hospital visiting. Three children will have surgeries 
tomorrow. I read the email and have no idea what are their 
symptoms of heart disease.  The only thing I know is that 
it must be really serious. They are “heart diseases.” I cannot 
imagine what we would feel if it happened to the people 
around us. After the meeting, we went to buy some gifts for 
the children. It is quite hard to know what the children of 4 
to 5 years old will like. With blessings and smiles, we went 
to the hospital in the evening. The children are very shy and 
somewhat nervous, perhaps it’s because they know they will 
have surgery tomorrow. We tried to keep the smile on our 
faces and tried to play with them. They are very cute. The 

patients’ parents are very nice, but we know they are nervous--their children are going to have surgery tomorrow. Best wishes 
to them!                           --- Kai Zhao
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Day 2: 8/15 (The Surgery Day)

Today is the surgery day! 
Around 7:30 AM, we walked to the hospital to comfort 

the parents during their kids’ surgeries. The patient I am in 
charge of, Ran Xinglei, went into the surgical room without a 
tear or whimper. Her parents’ faces, on the other hand, were 
fraught with worry – no matter how good the surgeon was, 
there was always a possibility of a fatal mistake. Her mom 
cried on my shoulder while her dad held in his nerves but 
stayed strong. I held the mother and tried my very best to 
reassure her that everything would be all right. Because the 
family is incredibly poor, they don’t have enough money to 
get medical care for the children. Her older daughter had 
a similar problem with her heart but had already received 

Day 3: 8/16 (Family Visits)

The first surgery took around 3 hours. When Yaphets and 
Johnny came out of the surgery room (they were watching 
the surgery) and updated us on the status of the surgery, 
everybody was incredibly relieved.

After a short break, we started to comfort the parents 
of next patient, Liu Tong. For the last patient, I went in the 
surgery room to watch the surgery. With a slight wince, I 
stepped into the bright operating room and watched as the 
doctors opened the girl’s chest and fixed her heart.

The day passed by in the blink of an eye. We helped 
three families! Our hearts are full of thanks and happiness 
because the surgeries went smoothly and safely! Excited for 
tomorrow!               --- Esther Wang

4-year-old Ran Xinglei is waiting for her surgery.

Ran Xinglei’s mom cries and hugs a volunteer, anxiously waiting outside 
as Xinglei undergoes surgery.

Today, we are going to visit a potential patient and a 
previous patient of Angel Heart International’s donations. 
They both live deep in the mountains of Gansu province.
The mountains were endless. As we neared the homes of the 
patients, each bump in the road had us flying out of our seats.

Finally, we got to the home of the potential patient. The 
small room they called home was plastered with yellowed 
newspaper, and the ceiling was a collage of a thousand 
Pepsi labels. Talking with the family, I felt suffocated by the 
combination of darkness and smoke. The Mountains of Gansu

treatment under the sponsorship of Angel Heart Int’l. Without a doubt, the family worried every minute of every day. With 
a brilliant smile the mother told me that, without the help of AHI, the kids would have already died. 

Coming from an incredible poor region of China, the family could not help but worry over the success of the surgery. 
They sat with clenched fists in front of the status monitor, not daring to move an inch. I wish I could have done more to help 
the family! Maybe it’s an advantage to be the only girl; I can lend a shoulder for the mother to lean on.

焦急等待的心情或许就是今天的写照.今天所经历的感动和对生命力量的感悟, 是这么多年来都很少有的,无法用语言表达那种心
情.是在手术室门口为生命加油的呐喊，是面对家长的那种焦虑担忧想要安慰却觉得言语苍白无力的无奈, 是当3台手术都顺利结束

后，那种心头的大石终于落下的舒坦.  -                  -- Kai Zhao
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Day 4: 8/17 (Recovery)

随着大巴的颠簸，走进甘肃的大山里，全新的世界，全新的
经历... 亲眼的去体验到，城市里永远无法接触的世界. 这里很
安静，这里的人，没有一丝城市的喧嚣和市侩. 淳朴，热情和美
丽是我今天最多的感触. 生活在城市里，面对电脑的我们，无法
想象这个世界的某个角落，还有地方没有通电 没有自来水，甚
至房子还是用泥巴筑的. 我不能想象他们的年收入只有几千人民
币，我无法想象这群那么热情淳朴的人们，是不是这个世界太亏
待他们了. 他们是那么的满足和快乐为什么心脏病会降临到他们
幼小的孩子身上. 印象最深的事，除了美丽的大山，是这里人美
丽的心. 今天有一叔叔，我们去他们家家访， 他热情的跑来跑去
的把各种水果点心 送到我们每个人的手上，那种被在乎的感觉，
真的很难很难在一个陌生人身上体会的如此淋漓尽致. 他们没有

很多，但是他们愿意最真心的对待我们. --- Kai Zhao

Li Xiying, our potential patient, is a 4-year-old girl. She was born with Pulmonary Artery Hypertension, and her mother 
had died 10 days after childbirth. Both she and her family suffered from her extra medicinal expenses and worried about the 
cost of the surgery. I can’t even imagine living like that! Even though we in the U.S. complain about nearly everything, we 
really are blessed compared to those who live in impoverished regions.

Wang Chunhua was one of the previous patients sponsored by Angel Heart International. After the surgery, she fully 
recovered and was able to run and jump just like all the other 
teens in the village. Appreciation for Angel Heart’s work 
gleamed in her eyes.

After deliberating for many days, we decided to 
fundraise 1,000 RMB to give to Chunhua for her education 
in the future. Her smile, instead of her words, gave us a sense 
of the happiness it brought her. 

On the ride back into the city, I wondered time and 
time again how humans could live in such poor conditions. 
Compared to them, I am incredibly lucky to not need to worry 
about monetary needs. Because we have been so privileged, 
we have a responsibility to give back by helping those less 
fortunate. I will do more to support the poor people who 
have needs! Another thing that warmed my heart is that the Li Xiying and her family with the AHI volunteer team.

Wang Chunhua, her brother and father with the AHI team.

Today is the revisit day. We went to the hospital again to 
visit our three patients who just finished their surgeries the 
day before yesterday. All three of them are recovering well 
from the surgeries; some of them can even sit up! We are so 
excited for them: they can live a happy life without worries 
about their hearts!

When the time came to say goodbye, Ran Xinglei’s 
mother started crying again while hugging me, but I’m 
sure we will see each other again someday. As we leave, we 
exchange phone numbers with the families and promise to 
visit next time. In hopes that the children will have a happy 
childhood, I’ll definitely stay updated on their activities and 
education!                 --- Esther Wang

people we visited are so pure. Sure they are poor, but they are so friendly! If you give them a little from you, they will reply 
with all they have!               --- Esther Wang

5-year-old Li Yanfei is sleeping as she recovers from her surgery.


