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The First Time I Didn’t See You

––––––––
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There are people who pass through our lives and slowly fade into memory, and then there are those who stay with us quietly, even when years go by without seeing them. I didn’t think of him every day, not in any way I would have admitted, but in certain moments — when life felt especially heavy, or unexpectedly light — my thoughts would return to him. For a long time, I told myself I had imagined what I felt back then. Life had moved forward the way it was supposed to. Responsibilities, family, commitments. Yet somehow, the memory of something that never really began never fully left me.

When I think back now, I try to remember the first time I noticed him properly. The truth is, I can’t. I know he was there. I know we had crossed paths many times before anything meaningful ever happened between us. But at the time, he was simply part of the background of my life.

We attended the same church when we were young. It was the kind of place where people knew each other’s families, where faces became familiar even if conversations were brief. Some people stood out easily — confident, expressive, quick to make themselves known. Others blended more quietly into the rhythm of the community.

He was one of the quiet ones.

I knew of him in the way you know of many people when you are young — familiar name, familiar face, but no real story attached to them. I never had reason to pay particular attention. If I am honest, I probably assumed he was not someone who would take any real interest in me. Not because there was anything lacking in him, but because when you are young, you often see the world through a narrow lens. You notice what feels obvious. You overlook what is gentle.

At that stage in my life, my attention was focused elsewhere. Like many young women, I believed relationships followed a certain pattern. You met someone, you grew close, and life gradually moved forward from there. I did not yet understand how much timing and circumstance shape the paths we take.

Looking back, I sometimes wonder how many important things we fail to recognise when they are first placed quietly in front of us.

He was kind, but not in a way that demanded attention. He was present, but never intrusive. If he spoke, it was thoughtful and measured. He listened more than he spoke, which, at the time, I did not yet appreciate as the rare quality it is.

If someone had asked me then what I thought of him, I would probably have answered politely but vaguely. He was simply someone who attended the same gatherings, someone who existed within the same social space. Nothing more.

Or so I thought.

Memory is a curious thing. Sometimes it rearranges events gently over time, allowing certain moments to become clearer long after they have passed. When I look back now, I can see small details I did not recognise then — the steadiness of his presence, the way he seemed comfortable allowing others to take the spotlight, the quiet consistency that made him easy to overlook.

At that age, I did not yet understand that some people reveal themselves slowly.

I did not yet understand that sometimes the person who will matter most later in life is the one you do not immediately notice.

I certainly did not imagine that someone I barely saw then would remain in my thoughts many years later, appearing in unexpected moments, as though some part of my mind had quietly kept a place for him without asking my permission.

If someone had told me then how important he would become to my story, I would not have believed them.

At the time, he was simply there.

And I did not really see him.

Not yet.
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The Unexpected Gift

––––––––
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If someone had asked me at the time whether he had ever done anything that stood out, I might have struggled to answer. There were no dramatic gestures, no obvious attempts to capture attention. Everything about him was subtle, almost easy to miss if you were not looking carefully.

The day he gave me the gift was ordinary in every way, which is perhaps why I remember it so clearly now.

We were gathered with a small group after church, standing around in the casual way people do when no one is quite ready to leave. Conversations overlapped gently, some people discussing plans for the week, others sharing small updates about work, family, or studies. It was familiar and comfortable, the kind of environment where nothing unexpected usually happens.

I remember being distracted that day, my attention focused on someone else entirely. At that stage in my life, I believed I knew what my future might look like. I was involved in a relationship that felt important, and like many young women, I was trying to make sense of what commitment was supposed to mean.

He approached quietly, almost as though he did not want to interrupt anything.

He said my name gently, waiting for me to turn toward him. When I did, he held out something small wrapped simply, nothing elaborate or attention-seeking. I remember feeling surprised before I even understood why.

“This is for you,” he said.

I must have looked confused, because he gave a small, almost shy smile, as though he was aware the gesture might seem unexpected.

“For me?” I asked, unsure whether I had misunderstood.

He nodded, calm as always.

It was not my birthday. There had been no special occasion that I could recall. I searched my memory quickly, wondering whether I had forgotten something important, but nothing came to mind.

I thanked him, slightly embarrassed by my own uncertainty, and accepted the small package. I could feel the curiosity of others nearby, though no one said anything directly.

It was only after he had stepped away that my closest friend leaned toward me with an expression that suggested she understood something I did not.

“You do know why he gave you that, right?” she asked quietly.

I looked at her, genuinely unsure what she meant.

“Why?”

She gave me a look that was almost amused, though not unkind.

“Are you serious?” she said. “He likes you. It’s obvious.”

I remember feeling genuinely surprised by the suggestion. I had never considered that possibility. Not once. It simply had not occurred to me that he might see me in that way.

“That’s ridiculous,” I replied quickly, almost dismissively, though not out of arrogance. More out of uncertainty. It seemed unlikely. I had never noticed any clear sign that would have made me think he felt anything beyond polite friendliness.

My friend shook her head slightly, as though unsure how I could have missed what she believed was obvious.

“He always looks at you,” she said. “Not in a strange way... just... you can tell.”

I did not know what to say to that. I had never paid enough attention to notice where he looked, or how often.

At that stage in my life, my focus was fixed elsewhere. My emotional energy was already directed toward someone I believed I had chosen. I assumed that if someone felt something significant, they would make it clear in a way that left no room for doubt.

What I did not yet understand was that not everyone expresses themselves loudly.

Some people show interest in quieter ways.

Ways that are easy to overlook if you are not expecting them.

Later that day, I opened the small gift properly. It was thoughtful, personal without being overly familiar, the kind of thing that suggested careful attention had been given to choosing it.

I remember feeling touched, though I did not allow myself to think too deeply about what it might mean.

At the time, I told myself it was simply a kind gesture from someone considerate.

Nothing more.

Still, something about the moment stayed with me.

Not strongly enough to change anything.

Not clearly enough to fully understand.

But enough that, years later, I would remember the quiet way he had said my name, and the calm certainty with which he had handed me something I had not expected.

Sometimes the smallest moments only reveal their meaning much later.

At the time, I thanked him politely.

And continued with my life as though nothing significant had happened.

Because I did not yet realise that sometimes the most important moments arrive without announcing themselves.

And sometimes we only recognise their significance long after they have passed.
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Focused Elsewhere

––––––––
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At that time, my attention was firmly directed toward someone else.

The relationship I was in felt important to me. He was confident and expressive in ways that made things feel certain. I did not have to wonder where I stood or what he felt. His interest in me was clear, and when you are young, clarity can feel reassuring.

We spent time together regularly, getting to know each other in the way couples often do — long conversations, shared plans, small hopes about the future. I believed I was building something meaningful, something stable.

I took relationships seriously, even then. Loyalty mattered to me. Commitment mattered. I believed that if you chose someone, you should honour that choice and not allow distractions to interfere with what you had already begun to build.

Looking back now, I can see that I was also guided by a quiet desire to do what felt right. I did not want to create confusion or give anyone reason to feel uncertain about my intentions.

So even if someone had suggested that another person might be interested in me, I would not have allowed myself to entertain the possibility for long.

It simply was not how I saw myself.

At the time, I believed relationships should progress in a straightforward way. You met someone, you invested time, and gradually life moved forward. There did not seem to be reason to question whether there might be another path quietly unfolding somewhere alongside the one you had already chosen.

My focus was on making the relationship I was in work.

We did not agree on everything, but I believed differences were normal. I assumed that, with time and understanding, most things could be worked through. I did not yet know how important shared values could become when life became more complex.

In many ways, I was still learning who I was, and what truly mattered to me.

When I think about that time now, I realise how little experience I had in recognising what was healthy and what was not. I understood effort. I understood patience. I understood compromise.

But I did not yet understand the quiet signs that sometimes tell us when something is not quite right.

At that stage, I believed that relationships required persistence. That if you cared about someone, you stayed, you worked through difficulties, you tried harder.

So that is what I did.

I gave my time and attention to the relationship I believed I had chosen. I did not question whether there might be someone else quietly observing my life from the edges, someone who would later become far more significant than I could have imagined.

Brett remained part of the wider social circle, present but not central to my thoughts.

If I noticed him at all, it was simply as someone kind and easy to talk to when conversation happened naturally in group settings.

Nothing in my behaviour would have suggested that I saw him as anything more.

And perhaps that was why he never pushed for more clarity.

Perhaps he believed I had already made my choice.

At the time, I believed so too.

Life felt as though it was following the direction I had expected.

I did not yet know how much can change.

Or how often what feels certain at one stage of life quietly begins to shift.
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