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A dark-eyed, 4-year-old boy gazesintently in the photograph, clutching the
hand of an adult and the neck of asmall, stuffed reindeer.

Hisdark brown hair isnegtly combed, hisyellow shirt lifted torevea arashand
twoirregular spots— signsof anintestinal birth defect.

U.S. soldierstook hisphoto monthsago in Jurf Al-Sakhr, aformer al-Qaeda
strongholdinlrag. An Army officer who grew up in Tamaqua sent the pictures
home. And largely because of the officer’sfamily, two PennsylvaniaRotary clubs
andanIragi shelk, theboy isnow inthe L ehighValley awaiting surgery that would
givehimamorenormd life.

It didn’t matter to them that the boy, Mohammed Kareem Moh Alshehabi,
camefrom an areaparticularly hostileto Americans, known asthe“ Triangle of
Desth.”

“Many, many people sacrificed and did thisbecauseit wasjust theright thing to do, regardless of nationality, religion
or sect,” Lt. Col. Robert Balcavage said fromhisbasein Alaska.

Bornwithout an opening to eliminate solid waste, Mohammed needs surgery to create one, inaprocedure known as
acolostomy. Thered spotsnear hisnavel are remnants of an emergency procedure Iragi doctors performed shortly after
hisbirth but did not complete. Mohammed wasbornApril 4, 2003, about two weeks after U.S. forceslauncheditsair
attack against Baghdad. Sincethen, many Iragi surgeonsleft the country or concentrated on tending to thewounded.

If all goesasplanned, Mohammed will receive surgery to restorenormal bowel function at L ehigh Valley Hospital-
Cedar Crest. Hewill stay withafamily in Laurys Station for about three monthsbeforereturningto hisvillage.

Themission of peace and goodwill started when Balcavage’sbrother, Eric, achiropractor in Glen Mills, Delaware
County, saw aphoto of Mohammed on hisbrother’slap and asked what waswrong with the child.

Eric Balcavage isamember of the Concordville-Chadds Ford Rotary Club, which had been shipping toothpaste,
DV Ds, children’stoysand even dumbbellsto hisbrother’s platoon and nearly 70 others, for morethan ayear. When he
learned the child needed suppliesfor acolostomy, Eric knew whereto turn.

Hismother, Carol Balcavage, isanurse manager at Lehigh Valey Hospital whoin 1977 started aspeciaized wound
careservicefor patientslikeMohammed. Surely shewould know what companiesto ask for free supplies.

“Yes, | think so,” sherecalled telling him.

Carol Balcavage, infact, had helped carefor a7-year-old girl from South Americawho cameto LVH for asmilar
operation 25 yearsago. Rosario Gutierrez isnow ateacher in her native Bolivia.

Whilehismother looked into obtaining supplies, Eric and hisbrother searched their own networks of peopleabout the
possibility of bringing Mohammed statesidefor the operation.

Bradley Stanton, amember of the same Rotary Club to which Eric belongs, had experienceflying heart surgeons
around theworld to children who needed the care. Helooked for hospital sin the Philadel phiaareawilling to carefor
Mohammed while otherstried hospitalsin San Diego and New York City. One hospital offered to dothesurgery for a
fee; LVH agreedtodoit for free.

Knowing timewasof theessence, Carol Balcavage caled LV H doctorswho might beinvolved should Mohammed
comeherefor care, from pediatriciansand radiol ogiststo anethes ol ogistsand surgeons. All agreed to donatetheir services
totheboy.

“That'sonething that wasedifying,” said Chuck Lewis, senior vice president for marketing and public affairsat the
LehighValey Hospita and Hedlth Network. Every doctor and administrator who was asked wanted to help, hesaid. “ The
question really was, * How can we make thishappen?”

LVH’spurposeisto carefor local patients, not Iragi children, Lewis said. It wasadtretch, he said, for administrators
to authorize the expense— about $34,600 for the hospital alone. But for the sake of thelittle boy, officiasultimately
decided that hel ping the Balcavages with Mohammed was serving thelocal community.

Mohammed’s surgery, which requires separate operationsto first open, then reconnect theintestineto the bowel,
could begin after the holidaysand may bethe easiest part of themission.

L eaving Mohammed’s hometown was not easy. Jurf Al-Sakhr isadesolate areawheretwo U.S. soldierswere
tortured and killed in June 2006. It isnow run by insurgents-turned-leadersand has been rebuilt with $1 millionin U.S. aid.

“It wasthemost dangerousand chalenging townin our battalion’sareaof operationsover the past year,” said Robert

Balcavage, who wastherefor morethan ayear. “ After monthsof sustained combat, we created conditionsthat brought
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the Sunni sheiksto the peacetable. The shelksof thetown honored uswith
afeastinthemiddleof the same street that we had traded grenades, mortars
and gunfirefor 10 months.”

Thefirst photo of Mohammed wastaken at that feast.

Other battalionshad tried to help Mohammed get themedical carehe
needed, thearmy officer learned, but got stymied along theway. So the
pressurewason— poaliticaly and time-wiseto try to completethemission
before Balcavage returned to hishomebaseinAlaska.

Mohammed had apassport but needed medical records, an escort, a |
visaand assurancesthat histrip, stay and procedureswould bepaidfor. &

Iragi nationa policetransported him safely through volatileterritories. g w \Q
Consulatesgave power of attorney to Mohammed’sescort, Kitba Nasar & " '
Faehan Al-Shhbany, thewife of oneof the sheiksin chargeand one of the = .
boy’ srelatives. Neither speaksEnglish.

At one point, hopeswere dashed when word cameto local advocates "*\
that Mohammed could not befound. Civil Affairsofficialsadvised against
the boy’sfather accompanying him, saying men sometimes abandoned their
children and disappeared after arriving inthe states. Mohammed’ smother
had died, arelativesaid.

Another time, theboy’sfamily appeared to bestaling.

“I hadto goto the head sheik and tell him that thiswasreally important
to meand that many Americanswereaready invested inthiseffort and that
thisopportunity might not comearound againif wedidn't follow through,”
Robert Balcavage said.

TheMudimAssociation of LehighValey found ahost family to provide
Mohammed and hisescort with aplaceto Say, trangportation and trand ation.
Amel Yahya, alocal real estate agent and active member of the mosque,
opened her hometo the guests, saying she understood their plight. One of
her threeboyswasserioudy ill asachild and had to beat Children’sHospita
of Philadel phiafor nearly two years, and another son spent timeiniragasa
marineat the start of thewar.

“I'"dlovetohelp,” Yahya said about responding tothepleatohelpthe |
boy. “I’ll takehim.”

Other area Muslims have offered to drive the boy to his medical
gopointments. _

“If thereissomething good going on and we could beapart, that' swhat
wewanttodo,” said Dr. Waseem Akhter, aneonatologist from &t. Luke's
Hospita and chairman of the Mudlim A ssociation’ soutreach committee.

Dawn Costello, afriend of Carol Balcavage and member of the Rotary
Club of Allentown West-Western L ehigh County, will take over any other

locdl trangportation needs. -
Mohammed arrived in New York’s John F. Kennedy International Airport on Dec 16, when afree2| ngranandice

storm threatened to delay hisarrival once more. The Balcavage’scar swerved onceto avoid an accident on theway.

OnThursday, Mohammed arrived at ABC Family PediatriciansinAllentownfor hisfirst physical examination— a
prerequisitefor hissurgery.

Dressed inanew winter coat and boots donated by Yahya' s co-workers, Mohammed offered shy smilesto several
Arabic-speaking assistantswho called him “ Hamoodi,” anicknamefor Mohammed.

Theboy weighed considerably less, at 26.5 pounds, than the averagefor hisage, doctorssaid, but appeared otherwise
hedlthy, cheerful and energetic.

Hecorrectly identified shapesduring an eyetest and clutched adifferent stuffed toy — a* shadow buddy” nursesgave
himtolearn about hiscondition.

On Saturday, three daysbefore Christians celebrate the birth of Christ, the Muslim boy, hisescort and new-found
friendswereinvited to celebrate Eid al-Adha, one of themost important holidays of the [damic calendar, withafeast at a
mosqueinWhitehal Township.

TheBalcavages and otherswho played apart in bringing him heremarvel ed at how one small boy could bridgethe
dividebetweenrdigions, culturesand countriesat war.




