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th ers came
for mv friend

Hannah Allam, a young~ American reporter, relied on
her trusted translator, Ban Sarhan, to help her
navigate the dangers of aq. But when insurgents brutally murdered
Ban’s husband an shter, Hannah knew it was up to her
to save her friend. [ he first time, their story of death,
loss anc . By Hannah Allam

he day

he bird flew past us sud-

denly, a furry of gray feath-

ers that swept across the

baleony of the Cairo apart-

ment where I sat with a
eroup of friends on a tranguil after-
woon in March 2004,

Looking out over the ancient
cityscape, | felt a joyous calm. It
was the third day of a much-needed
-acation in Egypt after months of re-
porting for American nEwWspapers on
the war in Iraq. As the hird grazed
the curtains and landed in the living
room, [ laughed. So did my translator
and friend, 28-vear-old Ban Sarhan.

The other guests on the balcony
lidn't find our visitor amusing. “That
iz bad,” =aid Xavier. a French art
dealer. “A bird flying into the house 15
a sign. It means death is coming.”

Ban and [ exchanged smiles. Work-
ing together in Baghdad, we'd become
s0 close we could almost read each
other's minds. We'd been strangers
when we'd met the previous summer,
and although we were very different
in some ways—she was a native Iragi
and the mother of two young children,
and I was a single American—we'd
been drawn together by the adven-
tures we'd shared. We'd been shot at,
nearly trampled by angry mobs and
chased with sticks. A wayward pigeon
was nothing by comparison.

“Sounds like an old wives' tale,” I
said to the group.

But our peaceful getaway was shat-
ered at 5:00 the next morning, with
the shrill ring of the telephone next to
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my bed. While Ban slept in the next
room, [ listened as a colleague calling
from Irag sputtered out the horrible
news: Ban's husband, Selwan, 28,
their four-vear-old danghter, Nadia,
and Selwan's mother, Mahdiva, had
been driving in Baghdad the previ-
ous night when a carload of gunmen
pulled slongside and sprayed bullets
into thefr small black Daewoo sedan.
Neiphbors found the family’s bodies,
slurmped and bloodied, in their seats,
“They're dead.” came the voice on

the staticky line. “They're all dead.”
Sobbing, I crept into Ban's bed-
room and touched her shoulder.
“Gzood morning, habibfi,” she said,
uging an Arabie word that means “my
darling.” Then she saw my tears and
her smile disappeared. Trembling, |

Sehwan Mty

Gunmen spra_yed bullets
into the ﬁmilyfs small car.
Neighbors found their bodies,
slumped and bloodied.

told her about Selwan and his mother
and said that her infant son, Fadi,
who'd been left with a babysitter that
night, was unharmed. But I couldn't
bring myself to say more. “What
about Nadia?” she screamed. “Tell
me now:" My silence, and tears, were
answer enough.

As we huddled together on the
first flight back to Baghdad later that
day, & heavily sedated Ban seemed
to forget her English; she let loose
long strings of Avabic that I couldn't
understand. Then midflight, she sud-
denly turned to me and wiped away
her tears, “Hannah,” she zaid. *Do
sou remember the bird?”
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The most dangerous
place on eart

I thought the worst was aver, that on
pur return to Baghdad we'd find con-
solation for Ban among her friends
and relatives. But instead of velief,
the next zix days would bring even
more danger—for me and for this
woman I'd grown to cherish.

When people ask me how 1
firat found Ban, [ alwavs tell them
that she found me. It was my first
day in Iraq, a sweltering after-
noon in July 2008, and 1 was jet-
lagged and feeling overwhelmed
bv my first overseas assignment, at
age 25, as a foreign correspondent
for Knight Ridder, one of the largest
nEWspape companies in the 178,

I awoke from a nap and walked
inte my new living
room in the Bagh-
dad hotel where I'd
taken up residence
to find a pretty
VOURE WOman on
my eouch, She wore
a Muslim head seart,
and her belly hulgedd
in pregnancy. “I'm
Ban,” zhe zaid. “T'll
he vour translator”

She was bold,
zay the least. After
persuacing a janior
to let her into my
rodnm, she'tl parked
herself there for
hours, waiting for
me to wake up. She
azsumed ['d be so
impressed by ner
personality and
credentials—she'd
worked for other

Knight Ridder corvespondents—ithat
I'd hire her before even interviewing

other candidates. She had a master’s
degree in English literature and the
guts to work, even seven months
pregnant, in the most dangerous

place on earth.
I zaid “yes” on the spot.

Ban was my lifeline during those
first turbulent months in Irag. My
father iz Egyvptian, and my mother, a
native Okdahoman, converted to Izlam
decades ago. Yet even as a Muslim
who speaks some Arable, 1 was just a

bumbling American in Baghdad.

Ban instructed me in Iragi slang,

and she took me to the banks of the

Tigriz River and taught me how to
split & fish, spear it on a stake and
rogat it over a five, We listenaed to the
latest in Arabic pop musie, and, when
no one wis looking, we took off our
head searves and tied them around
our hips, shimmying like belly dane-
ers 1o The dium-hesvy rhythms.

Ban quickly became my closest
friend in Irag. I loved spending time
with her husband, Selwan, who alzo
worked as a tranzlator for Ameri-
cans, and her daughter, Nadia, whose
hair always amelled s0 ¢lean and
sweet when she snuggled on my lap.

I knew Ban was special, but zhe
really proved her mettle on our big-
gest story of that summer. I'd toid her
I wanted to track down members of
[rag's then-fledgling Insurgency, anc
a0 she started working her contacts
with powerful Iragi tribes until she
found a group willing to talk.

On the morning of the interview
with the rebels, three of us sat ner-
vously in my room, twrving to figure

where we'd fall on a one-to-10 seale of
stupidity. It was Ban, me and Mandi
Wright, a tree-spirited photographer
from the Detroit Free Press, We were
all zo cloze that my mother uzed to
e-mail us to check on her “three crazy
daughters: Han, Ban and Man.”

Dressed in black from head to toe,
we set off in our car toward a secrat
meeting place. As we headed for the
perilous Sunni Triangle, Mandi leaned
over and whispered, “You know, I've
made better decisions.”

Mandi's fears seemed justified
when we arrived at the rebels’ hide-
out, an overgrown orchard, where
insurgent 2oldiers confiscated our
satellite phones—our only link to the
outside world. Az we waited for their
leader to arrive, terrifving thoughts
ran through my head. Would we be

killed? Taken hostage? Ban, however,
seemed relaxed and nonchalant.

Zoon a tall man with a checkered
scarf obseuring his face emerged.
“Peace be upon you,” he said. This was
the rebel chief, s Jorrdanian named Abu
Mohammed, who looked surprized to
2pe three Young women sitting before
him. We probably didn't match his
image of Wil correspondents,

I asked questions, Ban translated
into vapid-fire Arvabic and we left the
camp with one of the first inside looks
at the forees that would eventually
kill more than 2,200 U3, noops, Our
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story ran on the front page of dozens
of newspapers. Ban told me later, with
pride, “I wanted to prove I had what
it takes to do thiz job.”

The next week, my firgt stint in
[raq was up, so Ban threw me a
going-away party at my hotel. That
night. we sat by the sparkling blue
swimming pool. folding grilled meat
into soft Iragi bread and chatting
happily until the dawn call to prayer
drifted across Baghdad.

Ban stayed even longer so she could
be the last person to tell me goodbye
in the morning.

A desperate race
against the clock
Three monthz later, in December
2003, 1 veturned to Ivaq with a new
title: Baghdad bureau chief for
Knight Ridder. Sinee ['d been gone,
Ban had given birth to her son, Fadi,
but that didn't stop her from work-
ing with me. Things were even more
dangerous now, though. Iraqi transla-
tors were being killed by insurgents,
who deemed them “collaborators” for
helping the people they considered
enemies. [ begged Ban and Selwan
not to tell their neighbors or even
relatives what they did for a living,
Qur dayvs and nights were con-
sumed with mayhem. After covering
five suicide bombings in a three-week
apan, I decided in March that we de-
zerved a break. [ invited Ban to come
with me to Egvpt. To her surprize,
Selwan encowraged her to go.

It was Ban's first trip c

CEE

ursting with

eountry. and she was b

excitement. Even hefore we bosided

the flight, she took
off the head zcart she
felt compelled to wear
in conservative Irag.
Onece in Cairo, we
fulfilled her lifelong
dream to visit the pyvr-
amidz, =he spent howrs on the phone
talking to Selwan and told Nadia about
all the pretty dresses Mommy would
have for her when she returned.

Oy vacation ended with that devas-
tating early-morning phone call. Ban
was in no state to pack for our hast-
ily arranged return trip 1o lrag, and
I wasn't much better. [ mechanically
stuffed our clothes and souvenirs into
aniteases—until I opened a shopping
bag and found the “princess dress”
Ban had promized Nadia. It was a
pale-green frock with a delicate, scal-
loped collar and a matehing straw hat.

For countless minutes [ stood there
with that dress in my hand, paralyzed
b indecizion, Should I throw it away?
Leave it? Hand it to the first little
girl I saw on the street? In the end,
I carvefully folded it and hid it among
my personal belongings.

As soon as our plane taxied to &
stop in Baghdad, American secu
rity officials came on board and es-
corted us to armored ears waiting
on the runway. Ban, they told us,
had been one of the targets on the
night of the murders; in the dark,
the men had mistaken Selwan’s el-
derly, veil-draped mother for his
wife and pumped them both full of
bullets. Nadia had been killed w
two point-blank shots to her head.

With the murderers still at large,

Ot in the nick of time:
Ban, Fadi and Hannah
in the air minutes afer
escaping, far left,
Photographer Mandi
Wright at work on

her laptop in Irag, left,
In Oklahama, Fadi
gets a look at his new
president, below,

Ban's life was in great peril.

While Ban went to her parents’
home to begin the traditional three
days of mowrning, I returned to my
hotel room. It was filled with remind-
ers of Nadia and Selwan. Photo after

photo showed Nadia's skinny arms
slung around my shoulder or plaving
in the folds of my skirt.

As [ stood erving in the shower, the
phone rang. Ban's voice trembled, and
it was hard to understand her words.

“I got a threat,” she said, sobbing.
“They want to kill Fadi and me.”

A letter had been left for Ban on
her family's doorstep that said, “You
and your son sre next.” Thers were
other hints of menace: A relative’s
home where Ban and Selwan kept
zome personal effects had been ran-
sacked; among the missing items
were Ban's pay stubs and phone lists
from Knight Ridder

At my hotel. [ sought advice from
Keith, a British security consultant
who waz staving there az well. He
looked me straight in the eyve, “You've
all been compromiszed, love,” he said.
“You've got to leave. Now"

Exhausted and tervified, I was in
no shape to formulate an escape plan.
But I had to. Ban and baby Fadi were
cloistered inside her parents’ home,
which was likely under surveillance
1l

ers; it was only & matter of
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time before they'd shoot their way into
the house. [ was on the other side of
town, 2afe in a heavily puarded hotel.
Somehow; we had to reunite, procure
vizas for Ban and her son, and catch
the first plane leaving Baghdacl.

But how would we even get ont?
The one road to the airport was
treacherons—Ilined with gunmen and
homemade bomba, T igured we'd have
Just & fewe hours to make our petaway
betore the killers caught up with us.

There was another complica-
tion: Ban and Fadi weren't the
only ones who needed to flee, Se-
eurity consultants recommencded
that anvone who'd worked with
Ban and Selwan should leave the
country. That meant our pho-
tographer pal Mandi az well as
Laurie Kassman, another dear
friend and radio repovier who'd
cmployed Sebwan,

While other journalists went
about their usual routines that
clay, Muandi, Laurie and [ drank
strong coffee, swapped phone
lists and dialed every contaet
we'tl made in the past year None
af us were regular amokers, but
we nervously lit cigarette afrer
cigarette as we tried American
military eolonels in the Green

Ban proved har
mattle; | had to
prawe mine,

for theze wild ridez was that [ eould
never take his photo or use his name
in published reports.

Basel hiad met Ban on several oe-
casionz, and he was furicuz when he
learned of the killings. Thirty minutes
atter T told him abount our predica-
ment, his huge white STV rowed up
to the hotel and he turned my room
into 4 de facto command center.

Basel soon was on the phone non-
stop to hiz U5, and Iragi buddies,

Thankfully, Ban already had a
valid passport feom ome trip to Egmpt.
The interior ministey official who'd
been contacted by Bazsel promized to
hand-deliver Fadi's emergency travel
documents to the airport the next day;
minutes hefore o Hight.

There was one more critical ele-
ment to o plot: Basel said the only
way o protect us all was to tell no one
exeept our imrmediate group what we
were planning, That meant I couldn’t
confide in my work eolleagues; [
couldn't even tell Ban. Basel was
worried that the details might
leak to someone outside the fam-
ily. o the next time [ phoned Ban,
I simply told her to have two suit-
cases ready “in case something
happened.” If it all worked, by 9
PM. that night she'd be with me
at the hotel, safe and sound,

The eountdown began at T EAL,
when Basel received word that
the commandos were en route to
Ban’s house in three unmarked
cars, including one disguized as a
taxi, Mandi, Laurie and I waited
in my voom, physicaily ill from
the anxiety. We elutched our cell
phones, hoping for the call that
meant everything was proceed-
ing OK.

Keith looked me straight in the eye. “You've all been
compromised, love,” he said. “You've got to leave. Now.’

Zone, attachés at the U5, embasay,
friends from the CIA stution in Bugh-
dad, even militant Muslim ¢leries who
might be able to assist,

They all offered zympathy, but
little help. “I'm so 2011y ©o hear this,
but it soundz like a matter for Iragi
authorities,” a brigadier general from
the T7.8. Arniv told me.

Growing desperate, I punched in
the number of Bazel, an Arab-Ameri-
ean whose full name I ean't disclose
becanze he holds a sensitive T3,
government job in Baghdad, He's
the classic tough guy with a heart of
gold. When I arvived in Iraq know-
ing no one, Basel adopted me as a
liid sister: His aceess had opened up
hidden worlds—we dined with Irag's
elite, strolled through one of Saddam
Huszsein's palaces and zipped through
narrow streets in a van filled with
cash and guns. The only condition

barking orders in Englizsh and Ara-
bic. He got an Ivagi official to come
to the hotel to pick up Fadi’s ID
ecards in ovder to tush through travel
documenta. His higgest coup was
recruiting a team of private Iraqi
commandos who owed him a favor to
help rescue Ban and Faci,

Az the clock ticked, we concoetead
a complicated plan that we thought
Jjust might work. That evening the
Tvagi commandos would storm Ban's
parents’ house before nosv neighbors
and the waiting gunmen could react.
hustle her and the haby into an un-
marked car and then drive them at
breakneck speed to my hotel. We'd all
spend the night together under the
watch of British security guards re-
eruited by Laurie, the radio reporter
and next molhit 'd leave for the
plane in an armorved car, taking the
dangerons airport 1oad.

For security, an armed British
guard was posted at my door, Turning
awdy even my confused coworkers.
We tried not o look at our watches
and urged ourselves to believe we
eould get out of this alive.

At 8 BM.. six Iragi commandos
burst through the doovs of Ban's par-
ents’ house and fanned out through
the rooms. They grabbed the suit-
cases. bundled up the baby, whispered
to Ban that Basel had sent them and
rushed her out the front before her
shocked parents could even react,

Hurtling through Baghdad's rutted
streets, the three-car group used the
clazsic anti-insurgent driving tech-
nicue: Ban and Fadi zat in the middle
car, while the front and back cars
weaved left and right to prevent an
Ider's vehicle from getting close.
The eanvoy luoked like a snake. with
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tail thrashing—moving at very high speed.
Suddenly a white truek filled with men ap-
peared in the rear-view mirrors, “We're
being foliowed,” saicd one of the commancos.

With Ban and Fadi erouching in the
back of their car, the driver floored the
gas pedal and flew even faster, For almost
two hours, the canvoy zigged and zagped,
Laking roundabout routes, until the com-
mandos called in another unit in hopes of
ambushing their pursuers. Spotting the
setup. the white truck made a sudden tuim
and peeled away into the night,

Eack at the hotel, Mandi, Laurie and 1
were frantie. It was 10 EM.. and there was
gtill no word. Then we heard the crackle of
a vadio outzide my room, and the British
guard sprang into aetion. There was the
sound of boots, like a small army coming
up the stairs, and my door flew open.

Six big. burly Iragi men stormed into
my room, scouting out the baleony. my
bedroom, even the bathroom. Then & com-
mando ran in earrying something in his
arms: It was Fadi, fast asleep in a blanket.
Next eame Ban, sandwiched between two
guards and looking pale. Ban, Mandi and I
hugged and wept with jou

Ban called her parvents and told them
that she was with me, and that tomor-
row we'd make a run for the aivport. She
might never see her family again, but onee
ghe'd left the country, their lives would no
longer be in danger:

“My mother was cryving,” Ban recalls.
“Bhe said, “Weve already lost three peo-
ple. I would vather have you far away than
find you killed because yon staved.™

I was happy to see Ban curl her hody
around Fadi az she fell asleep in the bed-
rogm—she hadn't really slept in days.
Mandi and Laurie nodded off too, but my
brain kept racing, and I awoke every few
minutes throughout the night.

Finally, the sun rose, spreading its pink
light over the sand-colored city We got up,
gulped tepid instant eoffee and nervously
pulied on our clothez. Baghdad was stiil
quiet when the zignal came for us to leave.

Ban, Mandi, Laurie and I ran dewn to
the ground door. where two British guards
with radios and guns helped us into a pair
of armored ears and drove us in silenee to
the airport. [t was a pinz-and-needies tip
all the way; my eyes darted constantly
from the serene image of Fadi nestled in
Ban's lap to the cars driving near us on
the highway—esach one looked suspicious
to me. I thought about how ironie it would
be if we'd survived all this just to die in
cross five om an unrelated ambush,
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Just az we pulled up to the aivport, my
cell rang. It waz one of our British guards.
“The bits of paper are veady,” he said,
using our eode for the arrival of the minis-
try official with Fadi's travel documents.

Oaly when we were in the Roval Jorda-
nian aivline waiting lounge did we relax,
Baghdad International Afrport is a deso-
late, cavernous plaee, itz walls and ceilings
still painted in the Saddam era’s clashing
shades of green, but on that day it looked
beautiful. Fadi was a big hit with the air-
port guards, who ravely saw children, We
have 4 photo of him from that day in the
arms of a Nepaleze soldier who's cooing at
him with a maching gun slung at his side.

It was hawrd to believe that only seven
days earlier, Ban and I had gleefully de-
parted Baghdad for our Caivo vacation. Thiz
time, a2 ol plane rose from the tarmae and
banked west toward Amman, Jordsn, Ban
was silent. We watched Irag become a dis-
runt browm-and-blue map of deserts and viv-
ers, “1 was thinking I never even had time
to go to the cemetery to see Selwan and
Nadia.” she told me later *T didn't know
where 1 was going or what I would do.”

How do you say “y'all”
in Arabic?

Ban and I spent a month in Jordan, wait-
ing for her asylum petition to the U.5. to
be approved. But there wes really no ques-
tion about where she would live—from the
moment I'd told my mother about the kill-
ings, she'd given me an order: “Bring Ban
and that baby to me.”

The sun was shining in a blue southwest-
arn sky on Aprdl 16, 2004, when we arrived
in Oklshoma City. My mom, devoted solely
ta her five offspring sinee my parents' di-
voree several years apo, had srranged a
hero's weleome by stringing yellow ribbons
on the fence surrounding her five acres of
farmland, My grandfather, one of my three
beothers, my sister and dozens of friends
carried signs that vead, “Weleome 1o vour
new home, Ban and Fadi!”

Ban haz been in the 1.5, for almost two
vears now; adapting to Oklahoma while still
monitoving the news from Baghdad. She
calls Trag often. and each time she makes
her mother put every single member of
her family on the line, to make sure thex've
survived that country’'s ohgoing turmoil.

In same ways, her new life has been a
shock. “It was a eulture elash from the time [
got off the plane,” she said. “The only Amer-
ies I had seen was throngh movies—Saddam
didn’t allow us to study it in sehool—and
naw keve it was in front of my eves. People
can 2ay anything they want, wear whart they
want, do anything they wan:”

Chver time, she shed her black mourn-
ing clothes, and along with them the fears
she brought firom Irag. “For the fivst time,
[ was walking in the street without worry-
ing ahout a car bomb,"” she savs, After being
mranted political asylum, she gained benefits
inehucing & rent-free furnished apartment.
It was a modest one-bedroom on an upper
floar, but to Ban it felt like a palace: “1 was
on my own, I had never experienced that
before, I was walking avound the apartment
thinking, this iz mine. Mine and my zon's.”

With American can-do spirit, she learned
to drive, envolled in computer classes and
got a job as 8 hostess at the local Benni-
gan's, Now she works with an ageney that
helps other immigrants. mostly Asigns and
Mexicans, settle into the publie schools, I
aimost fell over the first time [ heard her
say “v'all” in a perfect Oklahoma twang.

Two monthe after our escape, Knight
Ridder let me return to Baghdad; the
insurgents, [ was told, had turned their
attention to other targetz. | went back to
wilk, but the place seemed lonelier with-
out my trusted sidekick and sisten

I travel to Oklahoma as often az [ can
to visit Ban and the baby. They've been
dbzorbed into my big, noisy familv—a ve-
cent photo shows Ban standing next to my
grandfathey; who holds Fadi on his lap.

She hazn't talked much about her or-
cleal. Typical Ban, she just plugs along with
a steely determination. “Tears eome before
words,” she told me when [ suggested that
she write about her experiences.

On my last trip home, Ban picked me
up in her new black Honda, and we sped
through the empty streets of Oklahoma
City to find tacos at midnight, For the
first time, we talked at length about our
dangerous last days together in Baghdad.
“Did you ever think this would happen?”
ghe asked. “Did you ever imagine we'd be
in Oklahoma together one day?”

We ate our tacos in the car and split a
soda, then rolled down the windows, Ban
popped in & cassette of an Egyptian singer
we both like. If not for the neon liphts of
diners and the flat expanse of Oklahoma
plains, we easily could have pretended we
were back in Baghdad, cruizsing the time-
less streets along the Tigris River,

She reached for my hand and we smiled.
I thought of something she'd told me dur-
ing those harrowing hours when we were
still trying to escape {rom Irag. “When
vou lose someone, you want to be with
vour loved ones. your own family” she'd
saicl. “Now my family is vou.” ®

Heuwal Ailaw is cvvveatly the Caive
buceen chief for Kalght Ridder
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