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  The blonde beauty hovering near the hostess stand
offered a sweet smile when her eyes fell upon me, a genuine gesture
that warmed an old man’s heart.  I smiled back.  Next to
her stood a tall man with slicked back dark hair dressed in a
severe black suit: Giuseppe Giletto, the son of the man (five years
dead, now) who owned the restaurant when we first came, now over
thirty years ago.  He, too, offered a smile.  “Mr.
Clayton,” he said, “first as always.  Follow me.”  He
turned smartly and led me through a maze of tables and wait staff
towards the back of the restaurant, to a private room separated
from the main dining room by a black curtain.  He pulled the
curtain back, allowing me entrance into the small room. 

“I assume everything is in order, sir?” he asked from
behind.  I nodded, and he said, “Enjoy your meal. 
Miranda will be your waitress tonight. Just let her know when you
are ready to order.”  He then disappeared back to the front of
the restaurant, leaving me alone.

The small room had been set up for our arrival the same as it
had been every February 23 for the past thirty-two years:  a
large round table, on top of which rested a shrimp cocktail ring,
an ice bucket cradling a chilled bottle of Gray Goose vodka, and a
small pyramid of shot glasses.  The only difference was the
number of chairs; this year it was four, each with a glass of ice
water balanced in front of it.  Last year there were six, but
Monty died of pancreatic cancer last May, and Jimbo drank himself
to death two months later.  The year before that, all eight of
us had been alive, but Pete and Howie had succumbed to heart
attacks not long after our annual dinner.

Time had a way of thinning the herd like that, and I had a
feeling there wouldn’t be enough of us left in five years to
continue with the tradition.

I took the seat farthest into the room which faced the
door.  I shed my heavy jacket, a necessity against the chill
of a Chicago winter, poured myself a shot of the Goose, then sat
down, and waited.

Over the course of the next ten minutes, the fabric divider
parted three more times as the surviving members of our little
cabal dribble in out of the cold.

First came Arnie, head still smooth as an egg shell (by choice,
not genetics) and a significant spare tire around his belly. 
Next came Larry, the only African American in our group. 
Though the oldest, he looked closer to forty than sixty, and there
was a youthful exuberance in his large eyes despite the
occasion.  Last was Carl, the only one of us who wasn’t
clinically obese.  Though lean, his face was perpetually
haggard, and I think our shared past weighed on him the most.

Each man’s appearance was a somber moment.  There were no
handshakes, no smiles, no laughs or hugs between old friends as
they filtered in; there would be time enough for that later. 
Instead, each of them picked a seat, tossed his jacket over the
chair back as I had, and poured himself a tall shot of the vodka
before sitting down.  It was as we had done it for thirty- two
years, and adhering to the tradition was as important as the
tradition itself.

Finally we were all present, looking at each other across the
table that had once seated eight but now seated only half
that.  One by one, we all removed our dog tags from our time
in Vietnam (I kept mine curled up in a watch box, Larry kept his in
a little black velvet bag, Carl and Arnie pulled them naked from
deep pockets) and slipped them over our necks.  More ritual, a
symbol of the solider.  What was said here would never leave
this room.  As we kept our secret while enlisted together,
while slogging through the jungles and rice fields of East Asia, we
would hold our secret now.  The words would only be spoken
while wearing those dog tags, while we were soldiers again, and we
only wore them here in the bowels of La Famiglia once a year on the
anniversary of Don Lundy’s death.

I lifted my shot glass, and the others followed suit.  “To
Don,” I said, and my toast was echoed by the three others.  I
threw back my head and tossed back the vodka, appreciating the
smooth fire that curled down my throat.  The others had done
the same, and as one, we slammed our glasses down on the
table.  They weren’t empty mugs of mead, but our exuberance
would have made the Vikings proud.

I looked to my left and caught Carl’s eye.  He nodded, an
almost imperceptible motion.  “Don Lundy saved my life,” he
said without preamble.  “He intercepted a machete aimed at my
neck with his bare hands.  He lost two fingers.”  Carl
tried to curl down, although unsuccessfully, the pinky and ring
finger on his left hand as a visual aid.  “Said he didn’t
regret it afterwards, and I know he meant it.  Said a living,
breathing soldier was worth more than two stinkin’ fingers.” 
Carl then reached towards the center of the table and snared a
giant pink and white shrimp from the tidy ring.  He tore the
meat from the tail, chewed vigorously and swallowed. 

Arnie, unprompted, spoke next.  “Don Lundy saved my
life.  Took a bullet for me in his shoulder.  Would have
killed me.  We all knew that his shoulder was never right
again after that, but he could care less.  He laughed it off,
said knowing that I was still alive was worth a little pain.” 
Arnie took a shrimp from the center, popped the entire thing in his
mouth, crunched the tail to dust with his teeth and swallowed it
along with the rest.

“Don Lundy save my life,” Larry said.  “We were under enemy
fire and he pushed me into the river a moment before a bullet would
have ended my life.  I couldn’t swim, and he kept me afloat
until it was safe to return to shore even though my thrashing could
have drowned him.” 

Another shrimp was sacrificed.

I said, “Don Lundy saved my life.  I took a bullet in the
leg in the middle of a killing field.  He carried me half a
mile to safety even though he could easily have taken a bullet in
the back for his efforts.”  I took a shrimp and slowly chewed
it, savoring the taste.

The table fell silent for a minute.  There were many more
tales of Don’s selflessness, of his bravery, of his courage under
fire.  Monty and Jimbo, Pete and Howie, they had shared
similar stories when they shared the table with us, and though we
knew those stories well, their tales were buried along with them,
and they would stay buried.  They were not our stories to
share.

Carl finally looked to me, and I gave a curt nod.  We had
just finished with the easy part of the tradition.  What
followed… well, what followed still gave me nightmares when I
closed my eyes.

Carl grabbed a shrimp and tore it apart with a violence and
frustration not displayed earlier.  He had always had the
hardest time with this part out of all of us.  Don had been
his hero. 

“Don Lundy,” Carl said, his voice barely a whisper.  “Don…
I watched him kill a little old lady.  For no reason. 
She was crying and holding a body in her arms and he went up to her
and shot her through the head.  And he laughed
afterwards.  I still hear that hideous laugh some nights.”

A moment passed before Arnie grabbed a shrimp.  He ate it
quickly, as if it left a sour taste in his mouth, then spoke. 
“I watched Don Lundy decapitate a two year old boy for absolutely
no reason.  He said he did it because he didn’t want the boy
to grow up to become another Vietcong.  Said the only way to
prevent another Vietnam War was to make sure there were no children
left to grow up and become soldiers.”

Larry was next.  He took a shrimp and ate it with slow,
delicate motions, as if trying to prolong speaking the next words
as long as possible.  But he was soon done, and when he
finally spoke, all he said was, “I watched Don Lundy gut a
baby.  A newborn.  Just to watch the mother
cry.” 

I ate a shrimp from the ring.  “I watched Don Lundy rape a
girl,” I said.  “She couldn’t have been older than
fifteen.  And when he was done, he shoved a knife through her
heart and watched her bleed to death.”

We sat in silence, each of us sipping from our water
glasses.

Just as there were more tales of valor left unspoken, so were
there more tales of horror, of atrocities, of psychopathic
behavior.  But they too had died with the men who had
witnessed them, never to be spoken aloud again.

I reached for the bottle of vodka, poured myself a second shot,
then passed the liquor around the table.  The other three each
poured themselves a second glass, and as one we drank, though this
time we offered no toast to our fallen comrade. 

We sat for several moments, saying nothing, allowing the vodka
to warm us.  There tended to be as much silence during this
yearly tradition as there were words spoken.

Now came the hardest part, and it fell on my shoulders, as it
did every year, and would in perpetuity until I passed.  I had
been given this honor because I had been the first in the tent that
night. 

I opened my mouth to speak but found it dry.  Even after
all these years, I found myself choked up when the time came for
the recounting of events.  I licked my lips, took a sip of
water, and spoke:

“It was 1972, a couple months before the Easter Offensive.
 We all had finally seen too much.  We tried to get him
to stop, but he wouldn’t.  Or couldn’t.  We knew the
officers wouldn’t do anything; it was war after all and bad things,
unspeakable things, happened during war.  So it fell to us.
But we just couldn’t shoot him like a dog.  He deserved better
than that.  And I’d like to think we had more honor than that.
 If we were going to betray him, we didn’t want him to know it
was us.  And better to be betrayed in bed than on a battle
field.

“We all knew Don’s weakness.  His Achilles heel.  We
all saw first hand what happened when he accidentally ate that damn
shrimp back in ‘70.  Swelled up like a balloon.  Grabbed
his throat.  Turned blue.  Made those ghastly sounds.
 The medics saved him, of course, but his kryptonite was
discovered.  And we used it.

“We intercepted one of the camp’s Thai hookers as she was on the
way to Don’s tent.  She was her favorite.  Her name was
Jintana.  We paid her ten dollars to eat a dozen shrimp before
she visited him.  He never suspected a thing, and three
minutes after entering the tent she came running out
hysterical.  I went into the tent and found Don dead, naked as
the day he was born, his face swollen and blue, his eyes wide to
the sky.  He died as he would have wanted to die, I think,
naked and in the company of a pretty girl.  I called the
medic, but of course it was too late.  It was ruled no fault;
everyone just assumed a horrible accident.  He was well loved
by most and no one suspected a thing.

“Thinking she was responsible for his death, Jintana drowned
herself the next day.” 

I had felt bad about that.  Still felt bad.  But it
was war, and casualties were to be expected.  The irony was
not lost on me.

Silence reigned again, not the awkward silence of two teens on
their first date, but the commanding silence of men given over to
contemplation and soul searching.  For a minute no one spoke,
no one looked at each other, each man at the table taking the time
to reflect on their time in Vietnam and that day specifically as
they saw fit. 

I won’t speak for the other seven men, for their reasons for
initially agreeing to this tradition and then honoring it for the
past thirty two years.  A man’s baggage is his own. 
 For me, though, this ritual was a confession of sorts. 
Even after all these years, I didn’t know if what we had done was
the right thing, and I needed these yearly sessions to remind me of
why we did what we did and to re-cleanse my soul of the guilt that
had built up over the year.  Guilt was a funny thing; feeling
it wasn’t necessarily a sign that you had made a wrong
decision.   Sometimes you felt it after being forced to
choose between two equally distasteful outcomes. 

Finally, when it seemed that restlessness was beginning to creep
into the arthritic arms and legs of my friends, as evident by the
tapping under and on top of the table (after thirty plus years, you
learned to read the signs), I stood up, taking the vodka with me,
and refilled the four shot glasses, allowing a little to slosh over
the rim of each.  I then took another glass from the
now-decimated pyramid of glasses and turned it over, balancing it
atop the other unused glasses.  I poured a good measure into
it, allowing a little to overflow onto the tablecloth, then
returned to my seat where I continued to stand, my own glass
suddenly in my hand.

The other three men likewise stood, and when everyone was
comfortably upright, I raised my shot glass before me.  I
glanced at Carl and gave that nod I had become so good at giving
and he had become so good at reading over the years.  He
returned the gesture, and then he and the other two raised their
own vessels in salute.

“He was a brother,” Carl said, and we went around the table.

“And he was a beast.”

“He was a man.”

“And he was a monster.”

“He was an angel.”

“And he was a demon.”

“He was the best of us.”

“And he was the worst of us,” I concluded, tears in my eyes.

Standing, the four of us reached across the table and clinked
our glasses together, and yelled: “To Don!”

 And, as always, I offered my own little prayer right
after, asking not to be judged too harshly when my time of judgment
finally came.
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