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The Story of 
Niu Haixiong

was cancelled.  Volunteers tried to comfort 
the family that was falling back into despair.

May 28, 2010: Beijing
On the sad day 11 months ago, we knew 

that “her story doesn’t end here. At the very 
least, there will be a place for her forever in 
the memories of all of the volunteers who 
went through this journey with her and her 
family. In this story, even we as helpers were 
so helpless. It is the strength and kindness 
that she and her family demonstrated that 
helped everyone of us.” (read AHI 2009 Fall 
newsletter for the complete report)

We did not give up. After consulting 
with AHI’s advisory board member and 
prominent pediatric cardiac surgeon Dr. 
Yinglong Liu, Haixiong went to see Dr. Liu 
in Beijing at Anzhen hospital.

Checkup after checkup, the results still 
pointed to the disease being incurable. Dr. 
Liu ordered a CT scan as the last test. At 
4 p.m., the long-awaited results reached 
Dr. Liu’s desk, and a miracle happened – 
Haixiong’s CHD is actually pulmonary 
atresia, and there was a 90% chance she 
would be a normal child after the surgery! In 
the patient room, six people began to pray, 
hand in hand, tears rolling down their faces. 
These people were Haixiong and her parents 
and AHI volunteers Shouyan Lee, Xiangsu 
Duan and Qianyu Guo.

August 15, 2010: Huining
Haixiong’s hand wiped away tears after  

she watched a video made by Medtronic 
employees in China.

Haixiong’s surgery needs a critical device 
– a valved conduit. Without it, the surgery 
is not possible. However, there is no such 
device on the Chinese market. AHI turned to 
Medtronic, a medical technology company 
based in the United States, for help.  AHI 
volunteer and then Medtronic employee 
Kevin Shao started working and spreading 
the word at Medtronic to help obtain the 
lifesaving device.

Medtronic management decided to 
donate the conduit to Haixiong. A team of 
Medtronic employees, including Kevin, and 
youth volunteers Tiffany Wu and Sara Cao 
went to see Haixiong in Huining on August 
15, 2010.

June 11, 2011: Huining
Multiple attempts were made by the 

AHI team to get approval for the use of the 
conduit for Haixiong in China. However, 

June 11, 2011: Huining, Gansu, China
“I know we all have tried everything 

possible, so I’m thankful to everyone who 
have helped me.  It doesn’t matter if my 
disease can be cured or not.”  While Haixiong 
weeped, everyone in the room stopped 
talking, stunned.

Niu Haixiong is a 13-year-old girl living in 
Huining, a state-declared county of poverty.  
She was diagnosed with a congenital heart 
defect when she was 8 month old amid a bad 
flu. Haixiong’s family relies on rain to irrigate 
their potatoes and corn, but the average 
precipitation in Huining is merely 12 inches/
year.  When draught hits, they lose almost all 
of their corps.  With a family income of less 
than $200 in 2008, the family simply could 
not even afford to take her to a hospital that 
would be able to correctly diagnose her CHD. 
A local doctor told Haixiong’s parents to give 
up, but they decided to fight the odds.

Fast rewind…

July 1, 2008: Lanzhou, Gansu
After many years of work and fight, 

Haixiong and her family finally were able 
to go to Gansu Province People’s Hospital 
in Lanzhou, the capital city of Gansu 130 
miles from Huining. The doctors’ conclusion: 
her CHD was curable,  BUT the cost of the 
surgery would be $5,000 – equivalent to 
20 years worth of income for the family. In 
despair, Haixiong’s father took her hand, 
“Let’s go home.”

In the hallway, they ran into Ding Xiaoyan, 
a girl also from Huining. Xiaoyan was the 
third CHD child Angel Heart International 
helped. So Haixiong’s journey with AHI 
started that sunny afternoon.

April 18, 2009: Huining
AHI board member An Lan and local 

volunteers visited Haixiong’s home.  AHI 
decided to help Haixiong with the Medical 
Assistance Program.

July 8, 2009: Lanzhou
After an angiogram, Haixiong was in bed at 

the hospital, accompanied by three big sisters 
from the United States: AHI youth volunteers 
Michelle Ding, Alina Yang and Jennifer Yang.  
Haixiong was admitted to the hospital one 
week ago to receive the lifesaving surgery.  
However, the new diagnose confirmed by the 
angiogram was truncus arteriosus—the worst 
case scenario.  The chance for a successful 
surgery was no more than 10%. The surgery 

the requests were not approved and the surgery 
could not move forward. After a 20-day hospital 
stay in Lanzhou where Haixiong underwent 
heart failure, AHI volunteers decided to visit her 
home again to comfort the family and to be with 
them during this desperate turn of the journey. 
Haixiong thanked everyone for their help and 
seemed to accept her fate.

It was the darkest moment during AHI’s three-
year journey with this girl and her family…

August 15, 2011: Children’s Medical 
Center, Shanghai

AHI youth volunteer Tiffany Wu hugged 
Haixiong before she was wheeled into the 
operating room.

After the darkest moment, a bright turn had 
suddenly appeared. A Chinese cardiovascular 
device manufacturer decided to help Haixiong. 
Dr. Jin Lei and Wu Jia agreed to put Haixiong 
under an ongoing clinical trial for the conduit at 
Shanghai Children’s Medical Center and worked 
out surgery arrangements with help from A Life A 
Time Foundation. AHI youth volunteer Jennifer 
Yang visited Huining and stayed at Haixiong’s 
home before Haixiong took off for Shanghai.

After 4 hours of anxious waiting, Dr. Xu 
Zhiwei finally appeared in the waiting room.  
The surgery was successful. A week later, when 
Haixiong had left the ICU, we finally felt such 
deep relief after a three-year journey with so 
many twists and turns.

We have gone through disappointment after 
disappointment, confidence come and gone, but 
we never gave up hope. We always held tight to 
love, and now we have finally saved her life.

by Dr. Shouyan Lee, founder of Angel Heart International

Please help save a child with congenital 
heart disease. 

Buy a phone card and 10% of the 
proceeds will be donated to Angel Heart. 

Thank you for your support! 
http://www.chinamallonline.

com/phonecardinfo_
en.cfm?ProductID=63&CountryID=1

http://www.chinamallonline.com/phonecardinfo_en.cfm?ProductID=63&CountryID=1
http://www.chinamallonline.com/phonecardinfo_en.cfm?ProductID=63&CountryID=1
http://www.chinamallonline.com/phonecardinfo_en.cfm?ProductID=63&CountryID=1
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Two years ago, they said they 
could not save her. The 11-year-old 
girl whose hand I had held—whom 
I had chatted with about everything 
and nothing—learned that her 
disease was too complicated to 
risk surgery.  As the doctors spoke, 
I ached for this girl whom I had 
just met but needed inexplicably 
to protect.  But I could not defend 
Niu Haixiong from her own failing 
heart.

As a volunteer of Angel Heart 
International (AHI), I met Haixiong 
in the summer of 2009 on my trip 
to Gansu, China.  I visited the 
families of AHI children, learning 
their stories and imparting them in 
writing back in the USA, hoping to 
let the children’s voices be heard.  
Two years passed, and I never 
forgot the young girl who had called 
me “Big Sister.”  I grew anxious to 
reconnect with Haixiong, wanting 
to be there to encourage her as she 
fought for a future.  Several phone 
calls later, I was not only chatting 
with Haixiong, but also living 
temporarily with her on my second 
visit to Gansu.  

July 3, 2011

The car bumped and swerved 
along the steep mountain road.  
The characteristic dust clouds of 
the unpaved paths had settled with 
the threat of oncoming rain—rain 
that would turn the powdery dust 
slopes to mudslides and could keep 
me indefinitely in the mountains.  
As the first Angel Heart volunteer 
to live in the Gansu countryside, 
I had received numerous cautions 
about the destitute conditions and 
language barriers I would face.  A 
couple hours drive away from the 
nearest city, Haixiong’s house had 
neither toilets nor running water, 
and Haixiong’s parents spoke in 
a farmer’s accent that would be 
difficult to understand. 

“Hi, Big Sister!” Haixiong 
greeted me with a smile and a hug.  
My fellow volunteers stayed briefly 
to send me off, and Haixiong’s 
family welcomed us into their home 
near the top of the mountain.  The 
house had three segments centered 
about a small courtyard that had a 
miniature garden growing on its 
edges and a couple trees. 

Discussing with the Niu family 
that AHI had found a possibility 
for Haixiong to receive surgery in 
Shanghai, we asked Haixiong’s 
father whether he was willing to 
leave his crops during the crucial 
upcoming harvest and accompany 
his daughter in pursuing this chance.  
Jaw set, he immediately replied, 
“The wheat can wait; my daughter 
can’t.  We’ll go to Shanghai, and 

when we get back, we’ll harvest 
whatever is left.”  His resolution to 
do whatever it took—even putting 
his family’s livelihood on hold 
for an unguaranteed prospect—
shook me.  My heart clenched 
for this determined father and his 
unwavering hope that had weathered 
two years of disappointment and 
rejection.

As my fellow volunteers 
all hurried away to avoid the 
oncoming rainstorm, and their van 
disappeared down the meandering 
road, Haixiong grasped my hand.  
She ushered me under a blue cloth 
blocking the bedroom doorway.  
A large Kun bed (a bed made of 
clay and bricks) that Haixiong, her 
mother, and I would share for the 
upcoming nights took up an entire 
side of the room, and colorful posters 
of Chinese celebrities decorated the 
walls around the bed.

I had been nervous when I first 
arrived about communicating with 
my limited Chinese, but Haixiong’s 
vibrant personality left no room 
for such insecurities and worries.  
While we wandered up the slopes 
surrounding her house, I found 
myself exchanging stories with her, 
and the wall of cultural disparity 
between us seemed to fade.  

I learned about her dream:  to 
tie her hair in a ponytail, buy 
sports clothes, and jog around the 
mountains.  Almost immediately 
after she told me this, she shook 
off the distant look she had gotten 
while speaking and stated with a 
small smile, “Of course, that has 
to wait until after my family gets 
money.  Without good finances, 
we can’t buy anything luxurious 
like that.”  The obstacle that kept 
her from actually jogging—her 

failing heart—went unsaid.  While 
other thirteen-year-old girls dreamt 
of being superstars or princesses 
or that one in a million, Haixiong 
dreamt of having the chance to do 
what millions already could.

I visited Haixiong’s relatives and 
was overwhelmingly greeted with 
enthusiasm and generosity.  Having 
not yet become accustomed to their 
rural Chinese accent, I stammered 
my way through introductions and 
conversation, but when they offered 
me a bowl of their honey porridge, 
I realized that despite my strange 
American mannerisms, I was no 
outsider here.

Hours slid by unnoticed before 
Haixiong and I trekked back to the 
cliff neighboring her house.  While 
I had never been afraid of heights, I 

was hesitant to approach the rim of 
a sheer ledge overlooking the misty, 
mountainous countryside.  Haixiong 
stepped up the verge, however, and 
closed her eyes, murmuring that she 
could sometimes hear words in the 
wind if she listened closely enough.  
The moment reminded me vaguely 
of a movie scene, but this was 
Haixiong’s reality; and somehow, 
when I moved forward to join her, 
it felt like mine as well.  I stood 
beside her on that cliff with my feet 
on the edge, and in that moment, we 
were just two girls—two friends—
without a world between us.  

Haixiong’s hand slipped into 
mine, and for a while, we stood.  
Listening. 

July 4, 2011

As the previous night had ended 
just after sunset, the new morning 
began at sunrise.  Without running 
water available, Haixiong and I 
utilized a small tub to brush our 
teeth over before disposing of the 
soapy water.  Soon the two of us 
were crouched outside, sweeping 
the dusty courtyard with fan-sized 
brushes.  The morning chore was 
a quick affair, and the last of the 
yellow dirt was banished from the 
patio before long.

Grabbing umbrellas to ward off 
the drizzling rain, Haixiong and I 
strolled through the small patch of 
crops to the side of her house.  I 
asked her about the plants growing 
there, and she proudly told me, 
“My mother never gives up, so she 
is a farmer who can grow anything, 
even in places where other farmers 
can’t.”  Haixiong’s mother joined 
us moments later, and as she took 
us to the fields further down the 

The Diary of Jennifer Yang

(From left to right) Angel Heart International volunteer Jennifer Yang 
poses with Niu Haixiong and her mother inside their bedroom.

Volunteer Jennifer Yang (left) and Niu Haixiong (right) stand outside 
Niu Haixiong’s house on a cloudy day, umbrellas in hand. 
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mountain, I found myself speaking 
and joking comfortably with the two 
of them.  I learned the difference 
between a potato flower and 
medicago flower, between scallions 
and weed grass.  While we weaved 
though the rows of crops, however, 
I noticed Haixiong’s lips adopting 
a purple hue, the only visible sign 
of her failing heart as she strode 
determinedly onward.  We returned 
up the mountain, the rain abating as 
we walked.

Peering down the cliff by her 
house again, Haixiong and I stopped 
to watch the mist rise from the 
valley.  Knowing how easily lights 
drowned out the night sky in even 
the smallest cities, I wondered aloud 
what it would be like here to look 
up and see the stars, surrounded 
by such vast, open land.  Haixiong 
clapped her hands excitedly and 
told me about her two favorite stars: 
the Best Friends, she called them, 
because they seemed to chase each 
other across the sky each night.  It 
was impossible not to smile back.

Back inside the room, Haixiong 
pulled out a small box (“My treasure 
box,” she whispered, grinning) 
and showed me the trinkets inside.  
Gently laying them on the bed, she 
presented a pair of simple earrings, 
a wooden amulet from her father, 
and a handful of hair ties decorated 
with plastic strawberry charms.  I 

realized just then that it had been so 
easy to forget how young Haixiong 
really was.  The girl before me 
wearing strawberry hairclips and 
a bright pink shirt had been given 
no choice but to grow up at an 
early age—to be strong for not only 
herself, but also her family.

Later, while Haixiong rested, 
I hiked with her mother to the 
mountaintop in order to help with 
farm work in the cornfields.  We 
crawled through the rows of crops, 
talking and pulling out weeds at 
the same time.  As we worked, 
Haixiong’s mother said softly, 
“Thank you for being here for 
Haixiong.  These last two days 
with you, she has been the happiest 
and most energetic that I have ever 
seen her.  Haixiong told me that 
she is so happy because Big Sister 
is staying with her right now.”  I, 
too, was grateful to know that, 
although I could not mend the holes 
in Haixiong’s heart, there still was 
a part of her heart I could help to 
heal.

I settled into a weeding rhythm 
of grab, yank, toss, and shift, but 
the light rain that had started after 
we reached the cornfield soon grew 
into a downpour.  We escaped back 
down the mountain.  On the way, 
we dropped by Haixiong’s aunt’s 
house to pick up a large package 
of milk, and relieving Haixiong’s 

and her grandfather.  They smiled, 
and for a moment I paused before 
angling toward the path.  Haixiong’s 
mother accompanied me on the long 
walk to the car door, and I rolled 
my window down to say one last 
farewell.  Our car eased onto the 
road, and the hours blurred away on 
the long mountain drive.  

August 24, 2011

After I returned to America in 
mid-July, the summer passed with 
snippets of news on Haixiong’s 
progress:  she checked into 
the hospital in Shanghai… her 
possibility for surgery would be 
determined soon… she had just 
undergone surgery, but was in a 
critical period… At last, I received 
the news I had anxiously been 
hoping for: Haixiong had left the 
ICU and was recovering well.

Two years ago, our journey with 
Haixiong began with tears and the 
knowledge that Haixiong’s surgical 
success rate bordered on impossible.  
We were given two options:  risk the 
surgery that could save—but more 
likely cut short—her life; or cherish 
the time left and stop fighting 
the inevitable.  But we could not 
accept either—we could not just 
allow Haixiong’s story to end there.  
Instead, AHI and Haixiong chose 
to battle the odds and discover 
a chance.  After two years of 
travelling back and forth across 
China, enduring disappointment 
after disappointment, waiting for 
technology to catch up…  the search 
is finally over.  We dared to hope, 
and we won the war.

This is our story.

mother of the heavy box, I carried 
the package back to the house.  It 
was not until I stopped to chat 
with Haixiong’s grandfather that I 
realized how familiar the formerly 
obscure countryside accent had 
become to me.

The rain had tapered away again, 
leaving behind a light fog and crisp, 
earthy fragrance.  Once more, I stood 
at the edge of the cliff, looking into 
the valley, but this time I observed 
the land by myself.  Moments 
later, a sound behind me made me 
turn, and I saw Haixiong standing 
there, wiping her eyes.  “I read the 
stories,” she said, and I knew she 
referred to the narratives my fellow 
volunteers had brought before 
leaving—the one I had written for 
Haixiong two years ago as well as 
Dr. Lee’s account of her journey.  I 
opened my arms and hugged her as 
she cried, I felt tears gushing down 
my own face as well.

Quietly, the day pulled to a close.    
As the sunshine faded and the light 
was switched off when we climbed 
into bed, only the soft blue glow of 
the television flickered in the dark 
before that, too, was dimmed and 
then turned off.

I fell asleep to the sound of rain 
pelting outside.

July 5, 2011

The morning that my fellow AHI 
volunteers had been scheduled to 
pick me up, I awoke with a fever of 
102 degrees Fahrenheit.  Through 
the haze of nausea and alternating 
heat and cold, I was dimly aware of 
gentle hands guiding me on the walk 
to the car.  Clarity returned briefly 
as I met the fresh mountain air, 
and I waved goodbye to Haixiong 

Niu Haixiong completes her morning chore of sweeping her family’s 
yard with a broom made from underbrush. 

Niu Haixiong (front) shares a laugh with Angel Heart International 
volunteers who visited her home on July 3, 2011. 

(Jennifer Yang’s diary continued)
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The Diary of Tiffany Wu

Niu Haixiong (left) poses with Angel Heart International volunteer 
Tiffany Wu (right) inside her hospital room at Gansu Province People’s 
Hospital in Lanzhou after undergoing a successful heart surgery.

Niu Haixiong lies on her hospital bed at Gansu Province People’s 
Hospital in Lanzhou after experiencing heart failure in March 2011. 

In a narrow office, Niu Haixiong’s 
parents and Dr. Xu – one of the three 
most famous surgeons in China 
– were standing on the opposite 
sides of the wooden desk. Though 
the temperature in the hospital was 
very low, Niu Haixiong’s parents 
were sweating as if they were 
standing under the Californian 
sun. Dr. Xu finally announced, 
“The surgery was very successful. 
Now we just have to wait for her to 
recover.” As the atmosphere in the 
room became more relaxed, Niu 
Haixiong’s parents had a big smile, 
which should have been there two 
years ago...

Last summer was my first time 
visiting Lanzhou as a volunteer 
for Angel Heart International. It 
was also my first time meeting 
Haixiong, who would proudly tell 
the volunteers that her hometown 
is the most beautiful place on Earth. 
By then she was still a lively and 
outgoing girl with rosy cheeks. Now 
she was gaunt, yet her scintillating 
eyes could not hide her vitality and 
gratitude. Though a year had passed, 
I still remembered how she walked 
down the hill with Dr. Lee, arm-in-
arm, like father and daughter.                                                    

This year, I met Niu Haixiong 
once again. Yet the reunion was not 
in her warm shanty; instead it was in 
the depressing and solemn hospital.

I was so excited to pay the visit, 

but I was shocked the moment I 
actually saw her. “Is this Haixiong 
standing in front of me? Is this the 
cute little girl I knew?” I asked 
myself. She was so bony that the 
loose shirt seemed to be hanging on 
a clothes rack. A bluish white color 
highlighted her sallow face. I heard 
from her mother that Haixiong has 
had a serious fever. Her temperature 
jumped to 107 °F; angina was so 
painful that she was rolling on the 
bed. She almost died.

I was so afraid when Haixiong’s 
mother was telling us Haixiong’s 
story. On the contrary, Haixiong 
herself was calmly chatting with her 
sister. But during the time Haixiong 
left to go to the restroom, her 
mother said that though Haixiong 
would comfort her anxious parents 
with a constantly smiling face, she 
is also afraid; at night, she would 
often hide in the corner, clasp onto 
her sister, and cry like a kid lost in 
a forest.

After Haixiong returned, I 
noticed that she was merely 
pretending to be strong, for her 
shoulders trembled and her hand 
tightly held her sister’s. The fear of 
death and leaving her family must 
have been overwhelming for her. 
As the time for surgery approached, 
my heart clenched more and more 
tightly. After all, success was not 
guaranteed; anything could happen 

on the operating table. Yet there was 
nothing we could do for Haixiong.

SURGERY
Niu Haixiong was helped onto the 

movable bed. The distance from her 
ward to the surgery wasn’t long, yet 
I felt it was an endless road; no one 
knew what was awaiting us. As we 
squeezed through the crowded hall 
and passed through an empty lobby, 
noises of chatting disappeared, 
only the rattling sound of wheels 
of the movable bed hitting the floor 
echoed. Yet for Haixiong’s parents 
it seemed like the whole world was 
silent.

Soon Haixiong was pushed into 
the surgery room. Her mom leaned 
on the wall outside. With her eyes 
shut and fingers crossed, she was 
praying. After a long time, she 
opened her eyes and set a glassy 
stare on the closed door, wanting to 
know what exactly was happening 
inside. She was unable to do 
anything other than wait with a 
great deal of apprehension. Though 
Haixiong’s father sat motionless in 
the waiting room, it was not hard 
to tell his nervousness from his 
trembling shoulders.

Dr. Lee was not relaxed either, 
for his eyebrows knitted in a 
knot. For the past two years, he 
ran around the U.S. and China in 
preparation for Haixiong’s surgery. 
Despite the fact that last year he 
persuaded Medtronic to provide the 
necessary instrument – the jugular 
vein from an ox – it could not be 
used. This year, Haixiong’s surgery 
was made possible by an artificial 
vein donated by a friend. Dr. Lee 
loved and cared for Haixiong like 
he did his own daughter.

RECOVERY
 “Haixiong is having a pulmonary 

infection. She must stay in the 
ICU.”

 I thought that as soon as 
Haixiong’s surgery finished, she 
would be OK, but Dr. Lee’s call 
pushed me into a shadow of worries.

After a vein connecting the 
heart and lungs was inserted, it was 
supposed to be normal for a patient 
to have a pulmonary infection. 
However, could such a frail 
Haixiong hold on until the critical 
period passes?

Time lapsed quickly, yet I felt 
days passed like years...

On the day I returned to the 
U.S., Dr. Lee and I visited Niu 
Haixiong. Luckily, by then she had 
already moved from the ICU to the 
normal ward. Skinny as before, she 
nevertheless had a nice complexion. 
Nurses outside were explaining to 
Haixiong’s father how to take care 
of her daughter.

Dr. Lee’s two years of hard work 
paid off. He had a big relieved 
smile.

Today, when I was recording 
my deepest emotions in words, I 
received Niu Haixiong’s news that 
all the pipes on her body had been 
removed, and that she could leave 
the hospital after a few days of 
recovering. God knows how much 
I wish Haixiong can live like a 
normal child!

The treatment for her illness was 
delayed for so long that it almost 
developed into a situation beyond 
retrieve. Fortunately, Dr. Lee and 
the other Angel Heart members did 
not give up on her. I was truly so 
lucky to witness this miracle of life. 


