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    For those who walk unseen, who listen more than they speak, who carry presence as their greatest gift.

For the fleeting encounters that change us, the voices that linger long after silence, the friendships that outlast time.

And for every soul who has ever sat on a bench, looked toward the world, and discovered that love is simply being there.
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PROLOGUE
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There is a bench in the park. Ordinary wood, worn smoothly by years of strangers resting their weight upon it. To most, it is nothing more than a place to pause, to tie a shoe, to wait for a friend.

But sometimes, the ordinary becomes holy.

On this bench, two lives touched—briefly, unexpectedly, irrevocably. One was a girl who walked with a cane but saw with her heart. The other was a man who carried the weight of the world’s gaze but longed to be unseen.

They met not as legend and admirer, not as blind and sighted, but as two souls who listened.

For one month and two days, they shared words that were more than conversation. They were prayers, confessions, fragments of truth. They spoke of faith, of love, of art, of death. And in the spaces between, they discovered presence—the kind that lingers long after silence.

The world would remember him for his songs. She would remember him for his listening.

And though their time together was brief, it was enough.
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Chapter One: The Bench
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The air in Central Park carried its usual symphony—children’s laughter skipping across the lawns, the rhythmic clop of a horse-drawn carriage, the faint rustle of leaves stirred by a September breeze. Gwen sat on her favorite bench, the one with the slightly uneven slat that pressed against her back like a familiar hand. She liked it that way. It reminded her that even the ordinary could be imperfect and still belong.

Her cane rested against the bench’s arm, its tip touching the ground like a sentinel. She tilted her face toward the sun, letting the warmth paint her skin in gold. Though she could not see the light, she felt it—an invisible brushstroke across her cheeks.

This was her ritual: to sit, to listen, to walk when the mood struck her. Central Park was her cathedral, its pathways her pews, its trees her stained glass. Here, she was not defined by what she lacked but by what she could still embrace.

She heard footsteps approaching—measured, unhurried, almost hesitant. A man’s shoes, leather by the sound of them, scuffed the gravel path. He paused near her bench. Gwen smiled faintly, sensing his presence without turning her head.

“Mind if I sit?” the voice asked. It was warm, tinged with a faint accent she couldn’t quite place.

“Not at all,” Gwen replied, shifting slightly to make room.

The man lowered himself onto the bench with a sigh that carried both weariness and ease. For a moment, they sat in silence, two strangers sharing the same patch of sunlight.

“You come here often?” he asked.

“Every chance I get,” Gwen said. “It’s my way of seeing the world.”

The man chuckled softly. “That’s a beautiful way to put it.”

And though she could not see his face, Gwen felt the sincerity in his tone. She had no inkling that the man beside her was known to millions. To her, he was simply a voice—gentle, curious, and, for reasons she could not explain, comforting.
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