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Across the backyards of my youth, the call wafted, tender and sweet as the gentle soul from whom it issued: “Markie! Markie!”

Whether playing waffle ball or tag, or just kickin’ back, my best friend Mark invariably ignored his mother’s come-home cry.

As surely as night follows day and kids are slow to grasp consequence, a baritone thunderclap shortly ensued, rejoinder to insolent silence. “Mark Allen!!” it boomed, a sonic scythe sweeping the landscape. Mark could be at the plate with the bases loaded and he’d drop the bat and bolt like a demon to his father’s call.

Such thoughts of Thurmont, where I lived for 20 years, have been much with me this week, ever since I read the Associated Press story, “To Save a Marine.”

The title intrigued of its own right, speaking to an elite and justly proud fraternity of warriors, and a cause to unite Americans Red and Blue. Born of Camp Lejeune, son of a career Marine, the story’s slug resonated deeper still for me, and I instinctively pulled up the story from AP’s international wire. At the sixth sentence of the 1,500-word piece, it became something even more: “And so began an urgent, hour-long effort to save the life of Lance Cpl. James W. Higgins, 22, of Thurmont, Md.”

One of the few perks the newsroom affords – aside from Maria Smith’s chocolate concoctions and Mike Sawyers’ annual deer-bologna feed – is the Associated Press. You can surf the wire high and low, from Entertainment and Lifestyles, to Business and National, and still be doing your job. “Just gettin’ informed over here, Boss.”

Established in 1846, the AP culls and packages newsworthy stories from its 1,000-plus member-papers, and distributes them the world over, in addition to fielding its own reporters. In an era of partisan reporting, the AP remains doggedly neutral – just the facts ma’am, in inverted-pyramid form. If you read it in the AP, Virginia, it’s so.

“There are only two forces that carry light to all corners of the globe,” Mark Twain observed, “the sun in the heavens and The Associated Press down here.”

Most of the time, it’s to-the-point reporting, but on occasion they let their people craft a good, long story. Such was the case with the recent work of AP writer Antonio Castenada. 

The kind of story that should run uncut, or not at all, its length prevented publication in the Times-News. I don’t know the lineage, but it would be a story in itself, how the story of James Higgins came to be. He was shot in July, “on the desert plain outside Fallujah.” Castenada rites under the dateline, “Camp Taqqadum Surgical, Iraq.”

Two-plus months allowed for some fine reporting.

I have to believe Castaneda had the family’s consent. It is a painful read, even to a stranger. Mother who already made most precious sacrifice is pierced anew at words such as these. Twice, she dearly gifts the nation: First in her son’s life, second in allowing his story to be told.

The words sear and tear with all the force the surgeons apply in opening Higgins’ chest: “The first step took only 60 seconds,” the reporter writes, “a ‘clamshell’ procedure that entailed cutting the Marine’s sternum and pulling open his rib cage.”

Diaphragm gone, liver damaged, lung collapsed, chest cavity full of blood. “Worst of all, the bullet had clipped the right atrium of his heart in two places…three pairs of hands plunged into Higgins’ chest and abdomen.”

We see what our servicemen and women see, or fear seeing, every day in Iraq. The choreographed chaos of a trauma unit, the desperate effort to undo the foul stuff of shot and shell.

Americans should read this story, not to be liberalized or made to oppose the Iraq war, but simply to know in the barest, fleeting sense, the frightful cost of this war.

The man lying on the table is Deborah Higgins’ baby. Born in ’84, graduated from Catoctin High three years ago. Played football and Playstation. Loved Frank Sinatra. Briefly attended community college, then on to the Marines, graduating in the top 5 percent at Parris Island.

We see James Higgins heart, born still blue to Taqqadum, beat anew in the kneading hands of a trauma doctor. Spark of life kindled. The surgeons work frantically. Higgins receives 18 units of blood.

Then, his heart stops.

Rewind the story. We see the bullet enter the right side of Higgins back, feel it tumble and slice, exiting his chest lifeless as it entered, but in the lightning pass through flesh and blood, taking form as destroyer of worlds. Story forever unwritten, future forever unknown. Times 2,815.

Children of television all, we watch the story of James Higgins unfold not in desert camo, but in faded olive drab. The steep, jagged hills, the helicopter circling in above green tents and red crosses; dashing nurses and scrubbing doctors, white linen stained red. And evermore, more broken men.

As distinctly as we remember it from reruns, it happened for real today. As it happened yesterday, as it will tomorrow. 

Flower of American youth, the young man lies upon the table, ashen, open. Lifeless. Hawkeye looks up, unspeaking, only his eyes visible above the surgeon’s mask, blinking back tears.

At Taqqadum, “We just say, ‘OK folks, we’re going to let this patient go now. Stop all resuscitation.’ Everyone steps back. And that’s usually when the chaplain steps in.”

I read the news today. It is after midnight, a new day, new story. On Yahoo, the top Associated Press story of the hour, in this the 44th month of war: “U.S. Considers More Troops in Iraq.”

“To Save a Marine” is posted at www.times-news.com, at the bottom of the home page. Just click on my blog.

A grateful nation owes Lance Cpl. James W. Higgins 10 minutes…

