
In 1991, the following article appeared in the Spokesman Review.

 
BABY CONCEIVED TO SAVE SISTER IS BORN HEALTHY.
A baby girl was delivered to a couple who conceived the child to serve as a bone marrow donor for her 
older sister who is dying of leukemia.  Tests showed the baby’s marrow is compatible.
The chance that a bone marrow transplant will cure 18-year old Anissa Ayala has been reported as 
between 70-80%. 
Abe and Mary Ayala revealed 8 weeks ago that they had conceived the baby, named Marissa Eve, as a 
last resort to save Anissa’s life.
The baby weighed about 6 pounds, 4 ounces at birth.
“She’s beautiful, she looks just like Anissa,” said niece Lydia Sanchez.  The Ayala’s chose Eve as a 
middle name “because Eve means life,” Sanchez added.
Doctors obtained a little more than 4 ounces of blood from the umbilical cord, which was frozen to 
supplement bone marrow to be transplanted from the baby in future surgery.
Anissa’s leukemia has remained stable and the transplantation likely will occur in 6 months.  

(In 2002, I did a follow-up to see what happened.)

2002
By Patricia Burkhart Smith

Fourteen years ago, Abraham and Mary Ayala faced a terrible reality: daughter Anissa, then 16, had 
been diagnosed with chronic myelogenous leukemia. Her only chance for survival was receiving a 
bone marrow transplant. While statistically the best chance of a bone marrow match is with a sibling, 
Anissa’s older brother, Airon, 18, was not a match. The family was about to embark on a crusade. 

In 1987, a Hispanic’s chance of finding an unrelated bone marrow donor match was very small be-
cause so few Latinos were enrolled in the year-old National Marrow Donor Program. The Ayalas be-
gan an all-out effort to enroll more Hispanics as donors, hoping a match could be found. A year later, 
their prayers were answered. Their elation was short-lived; when the potential donor was contacted, 
they declined to follow through. 

As their daughter’s condition slowly deteriorated, a family friend suggested they have another baby 
to provide a potential donor. The Ayalas were faced with an agonizing decision, but after Mary had 
a dream in which she saw herself as the mother of three healthy children, she knew she had to have 
another baby. 

Today, 30-year-old Anissa Ayala is fully recovered and working as assistant director of the Bone Mar-
row Donor Program for the American Red Cross Southern California region. Her sister, Marissa-Eve, 
is a happy, healthy 12-year-old with no conscious memory of the bone marrow donation she gave, 
saving her older sister’s life. After all, she was little more than a year old. She only knows she’s special 
and that her family, especially Anissa, loves her very much. But the story of how the family got from 
those dark days in 1987 to the happy present is a dramatic tale. 

Abraham Ayala was 45, and Mary, 42, when it became clear that no bone marrow donor would be 
found in time to save Anissa. After her dream, Mary told her husband she was sure they should have 



another baby. But there was a problem: Abraham had undergone a vasectomy shortly after Anissa’s birth; he 
could not father another child. 

The Ayalas’ faith is tested 
At the time, Abraham and Mary, who were raised as Christians, were not attending church. That weighed 
heavily on their daughter’s mind. When Anissa was 13, she had undergone painful surgery to correct scoliosis. 
Finding that prayers helped her cope, she had become a practicing Christian. The stress of dealing with Anis-
sa’s leukemia led her parents back to church and faith. That faith ultimately convinced Abraham to have a va-
sectomy reversal. Anissa recalls, “She [her mother] woke up from that dream and she was so happy. She really 
believed it was the Lord telling her this was the way to go.” 

Pursuing Mary Ayala’s dream succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. “The odds that my father’s vasectomy 
could be successfully reversed were less than 10 percent,” Anissa says. “And the chance that my new sister or 
brother would be a bone marrow match was less than 25 percent. The overall odds of me surviving and still 
standing here today were less than 7 percent. It was just amazing. If any one of those steps had not worked, my 
sister would not be here, and neither would I.” 

They beat the odds, but then the family faced a firestorm of criticism in the media once Marissa-Eve was born. 
“The brunt of it fell on my mother,” Anissa explains. “People accused her of having my sister just to save my life. 
But she is a very strong person, and she never really allowed me to see any of that.” 

The Anissa Foundation—For more information, contact Anissa Ayala at anissa0604@aol.com. If you would like 
to make a donation, please mail to: The Anissa Foundation, 382 N. Lemon Ave., Walnut, CA 91789. 

The National Marrow Donor Program—If you are interested in registering as a bone marrow donor, please call 
toll-free 1-800-MARROW2 (1-800-627-7692), or visit http://www.marrow.org/ (English); http://www.marrow.org/
NMDP/hgh_spanish.html (Spanish) 

Anissa believes her life was spared for a reason: so she could help other families battling leukemia. In 1997, 
she started the Anissa Foundation for families facing not only the emotional, but financial burden of leukemia. 
“There are foundations dedicated to researching the disease and looking for a cure, but there was no foun-
dation out there to help families with finances,” Anissa explains. “It’s very difficult having a child go through 
something like this. You have to put your job on hold, which means most families go from two incomes down 
to one. The housing, the transportation, it’s all very expensive when you have a child with leukemia, so I started 
the foundation after I saw what people went through.” 

The foundation has three major goals: increasing public awareness of the need for more Hispanic bone marrow 
donors; raising funds to pay for the $75 cost of tissue typing when a person registers as a bone marrow donor; 
and supporting families who have a child with leukemia. Anissa is determined to enroll more Hispanics as bone 
marrow donors. Of the 4 million bone marrow donors registered with National Marrow Donor Program, about 
400,000 are Latinos. The organization raises money through three special events held each year.

On any given day there are approximately 3,000 active searches for a marrow donor match underway in the 
United States. The odds of finding an unrelated marrow donor in the general population are 1 in 20,000, but 
ethnic diversity makes those odds much higher. That’s why Anissa and many others are stressing the impor-
tance of marrow donation registration to various ethnic groups that are underrepresented in the rolls of the 
National Marrow Donor Program. Enrolling as a donor could save someone’s life. 


