Bread and Circuses

By lan Healy

“We hold these truths to be sacred & undeni abl e; that
all nmen are created equal & independent, that fromthat
equal creation they derive rights inherent & inalienable,
anong which are the preservation of life, & liberty, & the
pursuit of happiness; that to secure these ends,
governnments are instituted anong nen, deriving their powers
fromthe consent of the governed; that whenever any form of
government shall becone destructive of these ends, it is
the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, &to
institute new governnent, laying its foundation on such
principles & organizing its powers in such form as to them
shall seemnost likely to effect their safety & happiness.”

--Thonmas Jefferson

Tending bar is one of those jobs that’s at the sane
time nore glanorous than novies and | ess exciting than
wat ching paint dry. |’ve seen ny fair share of bizarre
incidents within the confines of Wlbur’s in the five years
|’ ve worked there, but it’s a small nei ghborhood bar in a
nostly upscale part of town, and the regulars are slowy

dyi ng off one by one. There have been days where not a



si ngl e person wal ks through the door with its frosted gl ass
and |1've spent entire shifts playing the online trivia gane
that the owner installed as a hook for the younger, hipper
crowd.

| drew the short stick to work the unpopul ar cl osing
shift on the Fourth of July this year, and it |ooked |ike
it would be yet another shift sans custoners. Nevert hel ess,
| filled ny ice cabinet and topped off the peanuts in the
bar dishes, just in case. It never hurts to be
professional. | had high hopes that business would pick up
after the city finished lighting off its fireworks display
but until then it figured to be several hours of quiet and
online trivia.

So when the door tinkled open, | was surprised enough
that | forgot to answer the trivia question and the tiner
ti cked dowmn to zero. The custoner walked in — a man in his
late thirties or early forties, unshaven, wearing cargo
shorts, a t-shirt, and a mlitary fatigues jacket. He
pl opped hinself down at the bar, never once nmaking eye
contact with ne.

Nevert hel ess, he was a custoner, and this was ny job,
so | set aside the trivia controller, put on ny best smle,
and stepped over to him setting a paper napkin down before

him “Evening, sir. Wat can | get for you?”



“Beer.”

There are about a mllion responses to this one, nost
of which you learn your first week in bartendi ng school.
Most of them are designed to make the custoner |augh and
| oosen up, but this guy didn’t carry hinself |ike he was
| ooking for a laugh. His very presence seened |like a
soporific. “Sure,” | said quietly. “What kind do you
prefer?”

“What ever’s room tenperature,” replied the man.

He had a bit of an odd accent, and coupled with his
request for warmbeer, | figured himto be fromout of the
country.

| opened a bottle of the Irish ale we kept in the
cabinet at the vendor’s request and poured it into a nug,
wat chi ng the man out of the corner of mnmy eye. Nunerous
scars decorated a face that m ght once have been handsone
bef ore encountering whatever had done all that damage. |
gl anced downward and saw his hands were simlarly scarred.
| wondered if he’d been in an accident or sonething. H's
general deneanor was of a honeless man, and |’ ve had to
throw a few of themout of the bar before.

“Six dollars,” | said, setting the nug on the napkin.

He produced a ten dollar bill froma thick noney clip.

“Keep it.”



All right, so he wasn’t honel ess then. “Thanks,
mster. My name’s Carl. Let nme know if you need anyt hing
el se. Just try not to nonopolize ny tinme.”

At that, the man rai sed his head enough to | ook up and
down the bar. A wy smle crossed his face at the |ack of
ot her custoners. “1’'||l be good.”

| took out a rag and wi ped down a spot on the bar that

was already clean. “Not going to watch the fireworks

t oni ght ?”
“No,” he said. “I don’t nmuch like them"”
“Why not ?”

He took a long sip of his beer and then fixed his gaze
on nme. H's eyes bel onged on soneone nuch ol der, soneone
who’ d seen far nore suffering and death than anyone shoul d
inalifetime. | actually took a step backward. “Veteran?”
| hazarded.

The man | owered his head and chuckled into his beer.
“Thanks, kid. Best laugh I'’ve had in a long tine.”

My ears burned at the kid comrent. | wasn’t that nuch
younger than him “Boy, if that’s the best |augh you ve
had, 1'd say you re overdue for sone nore.”

The man took a long drink fromhis nmug. “I"mEric,” he

said. “Or Erik, Erich, Elrik, Uruk, Erikku, Erico, or



Eirikr. O a hundred other nanes. But right now |’ mEric.
And yes, |'’ma veteran.”

“lrag?” | guessed.

“Most recently,” he nodded.

“You, uh, you get injured there?”

Eric shrugged in a nonconmttal way. “No nore than
anywhere el se,” he said. “1’ve been a soldier for a |ong
time.”

“On?” | poured nyself a beer. | figured it was a
holiday and | certainly wasn’t going to see the boss today
— not when he could be off barbequi ng and boozing with his
famly and friends. “How | ong?”

Eric set down his beer and fixed ne with that gaze

agai n. “About seven thousand years, give or take a couple

decades.”

| |aughed and nearly bl ew beer out ny nose. | had to
W pe nmy eyes with atowel. | set it down on the bar and
poured hi m another beer. “This one’s on ne,” | said. “You

really had ne there.”

“I"’'mnot joking,” he replied in a quiet voice.

“Sure you are,” | chuckl ed.

Wthout a word, he slid out of his fatigues jacket and
let it fall to the floor. H's arns were covered wth a

network of scars. | gasped. He pointed to several of them



in sequence. “This one was a bullet in the Fal kl ands.
Shrapnel in Korea. Razor wire on Normandy Beach. Bayonet in
Appomat t ox. Tomahawk in Dakota Territory. Ch, and this one
was froma Legionnaire’ s spear.” He continued, using nanmes
and places |’'d never heard before.

“You're making fun of ne,” | said, the protest
soundi ng weak in the quiet of the bar.

“Am1?”" he replied. He pulled down the neck of his t-
shirt to show a | arger ragged scar along the base of his
throat. “Self-inflicted, 1281 BC.” He showed ne severa
circular scars on his tenples. “Self-inflicted, 1508. Self-
inflicted, 1871. Self-inflicted, 1914. Shall | go on?”

“Mster, | think maybe you ought to |l eave,” | said,
and neant it. The guy was creeping nme out.

“I"ve been a soldier for seven mllennia,” he said.
“I't’s all I'"'mgood at. |I can’t die, although God knows |’ ve
tried just about every way possible. Watch.” He grabbed ny
bar towel, set his hand on it. H's other hand flashed
around in a blur of notion, sonething sharp and shiny held
init. Wth a resoundi ng thunk, he drove a sw tchbl ade al
the way through the back of his hand into the bar surface.

| yelled in surprise. He regarded the knife protruding

fromhis hand sadly and took a sip fromhis beer. Then he



pul l ed the knife out, folded it, and tucked it back into
t he pocket fromwhich it cane.

A small spot of blood decorated the white towel. He
hel d up his hand and | watched as the wound cl osed, |eaving
a fresh scar amd the others.

“Oh ny God, you' re serious?” | whispered.

He nodded. “1 was born in Sumeria sonme seven thousand
years ago. | don’t know why | stopped aging and started
healing. | began as a soldier and since thenit’'s all |’ve

been. There’'s always another war to fight, always another
conflict. It’s what nen do best.” He raised his glass in a
t oast.

“W're not really that bad, are we?” | asked.

“Kid, 1"ve seen atrocities that woul d make your toes
curl. 1've done things that bad. |1’ve seen the worst Man
has to offer. Hell, | amthe worst Man has to offer.” He
finished his second beer. “So to answer your ori gi nal
guestion, | don't like fireworks because | don't |ike being
rem nded of what they represent.”

“Wel |, they always represented freedomto ne,” |
argued. “The cel ebration of our independence.”

“I know. | fought for it,” he replied. “Stupid. Your
enpire will fall like all the others. |I'’mamazed it’s

| asted this long.”



“I'f you thought it was stupid, why' d you fight for
it?”

He shrugged. “Seened |like a good idea at the tine. |
guess | had hi gher hopes for your country. Franklin,

Jef ferson, Washington. They were sharp guys. ldealists.
They had a plan to build sonmething different, sonething
that had never existed in the world before. And you al
have turned it into bread and circuses.”

“Excuse ne?”

“Juvenal . Roman poet. Commented that the peopl e gave
up all their power so |long as the governnent gave them
bread to eat and circuses to entertain. Not really any
di fferent than today.”

| blushed, knowing that | was TlIVQO ng a speci al
Anmerican | dol presentation back at hone.

“Why are you here at all? | nean here, now, in this

bar?” | asked himat | ast.
Eric | ooked at ne. “I was just passing through and
wanted a drink. | left Irag a year ago and |’ ve been

wandering since. Things are different now. War is
different. I’mnot sure howto fight it now | can't tel
which is the right side anynore.”

“Well...our sideis, isn't it?”

He fixed ne wth that gaze again. “Is it?”



| opened ny nouth to reply, but couldn’t find the
wor ds.

He set another ten on the bar. “Thanks for the drinks,
Carl. Enjoy your |ndependence Day, such as it is. But ask
yourself...are you really free? And if you' re not, is your
freedomworth fighting for?”

And just like that, he left the bar and | never saw
hi m agai n.

| don’t watch Anerican |Idol anynore. Maybe Eric’s war
isn"t mne, but I can see the signs in daily life
everywhere. W’re not free, not really. Not anynore.

But 1’ ve searched ny soul, and I amwlling to fight

toregainit.



