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He was clutching a bag tightly in his only hand that day as the storm badgered mercilessly at the empty sleeve under his lifeless shoulder, attracting the attention of many nearby. I watched him silently. He was wearing a soldier's cap and a torn, ragged uniform, greeting others with an everlasting smile and a nod, despite his condition. I admired his perseverance and optimism. My eyes followed as he limped laboriously to a deserted street corner and lowered himself onto the curb, revealing his prosthetic leg. With one hand, he reached into the burlap sack and pulled out a pitiful scrap of bread. He blew off the dust and gingerly took a bite.


I had been seeing him around for about a week and that was the last day I could bear to watch him. Without a second thought, I approached him, smiling, and held out my hand.


"Hi there," I said cheerfully. "Are you okay?"


Returning the smile, he glanced briefly up at me before replying, "Oh I'm fine, thanks." The grin lit up his otherwise ashen face, immediately apprising me of this man's distinguished generosity.


"I'd be glad to help. Please, let me," I coaxed, extending my hand further. His curious brown eyes bore into mine, searching for my motives. I stared back kindly, assuring him that I only meant well. His eyes held an affliction that only just began to reveal everything this man had endured.


Finally, he blinked and grasped my hand, entrusting me with his life. I was eager to help him forget his past and move towards a brighter future.


"So what's your name?" I asked, guiding him in the direction of my house.


"Evander Jamesly, but call me Evan," he grunted. I nodded in acknowledgement, intent on getting him settled inside before I asked any more questions.


After he'd taken a seat and tentatively eaten some of the food I'd offered, I sat down across from him. His corroded uniform was caked with dried mud and blood that had become large, brown smudges on the fabric. Underneath the holes, his skin was stained with deep scars. His tangled, brown hair hung just above his eyes like a curtain, shading them. His jaw line was dotted with weeks of stubble yet an ambience of warmth emanated from his presence.


"How's a hot shower and a change of clothes sound?" I proposed. Looking ashamed, he averted his eyes to hide his misery.

"If you don't mind, I'd like to keep this uniform," he answered softly. A distinct fondness was evident in his voice. "I'm sorry."


"Don't apologize," I said quickly, though his answer was not what I had anticipated. I was longing to hear about Evan's past. "So tell me about yourself. What's your story?" I inquired. Evan closed his eyes and sighed, reawakening abandoned memories.


"I grew up in a small town here as the middle child of three brothers. I had always been close to my brothers, especially since we became orphaned. We were poor and my parents were drug addicts who were hit and killed by a drunk driver when I was nine. My older brother Simon, was eleven and my younger brother Lewis, was six."


Evan's eyes remained closed. I could tell this was difficult for him to talk about but he seemed to become more relaxed as he went on.


"We lived in an orphanage for the better part of our lives but each of us tried to find jobs as soon as we qualified. Given our meager education and small town, it was difficult. We did it to support ourselves but also to help our community. We knew what it was like to live difficult lives so we did what we could to help others since we couldn't go back and change ours."


He began to rub his forehead with his fingertips. I was deeply immersed in his story, astounded by both respect and empathy for this man who had encountered more hardships in a year of his life than I had in my entire life. Evan's face turned somber.


"Then one day, Simon, the only employed one of us, was fired. For awhile, I'd been thinking about doing something that would benefit the country as a whole. So I told my brothers after Simon lost his job and they stuck by me. I was 22 when we stepped up and joined the army together."


"Thank you for your service," I murmured reverentially. Evan's expression was solemn as he nodded and continued. He was looking at me but his mind was elsewhere.


"The three of us were fortunate enough to be put in the same division. Our unit was stationed at countless areas until one time, our camp was bombed. I was far enough away that I only lost my right leg but the remainder of my platoon, including my brothers, wasn't so lucky. I struggled to find someplace safe but not long after, I was shot several times in the left shoulder. Overtaken by pain, I collapsed and passed out from excessive loss of blood. Next thing I know, I was in a hospital and the doctors told me they had to amputate my arm."


Evan looked down forlornly at his hollow sleeve. I followed his gaze, wincing at the sight of the twinned holes in the scanty cloth, a pair of piercing eyes set in a bloody face that triggered nothing but anguish with its unwavering scrutiny.

"Shortly after, I was informed that I would not be able to continue my service in the U.S. Army. For a long time after my brothers' deaths, I was devastated. I blamed myself. It was hard for me to accept the fact that I had no family left because my brothers had always been there for me. This uniform helps me keep them close."


I sensed the mood change immediately as Evan lifted his head and spoke again.


"But that was a year ago. Since then, I've been trying to begin a better life. Instead of dwelling on unhappiness, I'm focusing on how lucky I had to be in order to escape death so narrowly. I still want to help others but it's become much harder with people always thinking I'm the one who needs help," he said lightly, gesturing to his missing limbs. I wiped my eyes and looked up at him dolefully."Come on now, don't start feeling sorry for me," he chuckled.


Hearing him laugh, I smiled and asked him, "do you feel better telling me your story?"


"Definitely," he replied. "You know, you're actually the first person I've told my life's story to. I'm starting to feel like it will be easier to look past it and move on."

"That's good." I suddenly had the urge to ask him a chain of questions. "What about now? Where do you live? Do you have money? What about a job?" These were questions I'd been meaning to ask him for awhile.


Sighing, he replied, "It's not easy to restart your life. I've been in and out of some homeless shelters and soup kitchens. I'm looking for a job so I can get someplace to live. Don't worry though, you've helped me more than most people ever have," he remarked with a nod.


"No," I announced firmly. "It's not enough. You deserve more. I'm going to get you a job," I decided. "The world needs to be aware of all you've done and tolerated while expecting nothing in return. You'll live here until you have your own place."


"But-"


"Don't argue," I interrupted.


Giving in, he smiled and said, "Thank you. You're very kind."


"You inspired me," I replied, smiling back.


In the months that followed, I helped Evan begin the tedious hunt for employment. One morning however, I came down the stairs to find that Evan had disappeared. Wondering where he could have gone, I stuck my head out the door and scanned the neighborhood for a sign of his familiar form. After awhile, I retreated back into my house fruitlessly, curious but not too anxious. I knew he could take care of himself and I silently wished him the best of luck wherever his life would take him.

As I closed the door, something caught my eye. Sitting in the middle of his chair was Evander's soldier uniform, neatly washed and folded, where he felt it belonged. The uniform rested in a poignant tranquility, covered in a splash of the rising sun's orange light. 
