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I don’t remember meeting him for the first time.

Not because it didn’t happen, but because nothing about it asked to be remembered. There was no moment that announced itself, no shift in the air, no sense of having crossed into something that would later matter. When I try to locate it now, it feels less like an event and more like a gradual noticing — the way you realise you’ve been walking with someone for several blocks without recalling when they joined you.

He was already there by the time I became aware of him.

We spoke a few times before I understood that our conversations were not accidental. They occurred in the loose spaces of my days: on a bench outside the building where I worked, in a café I went to when I didn’t want to be seen, once in the narrow aisle of a bookshop where neither of us picked up a book. He never approached me directly. He simply continued whatever thought I had failed to keep inside myself.

The first time, I was tired in the way that sleep doesn’t touch. I had been rehearsing a resignation I didn’t intend to submit, quietly forming sentences I would never say aloud. One of them must have escaped me.

“That wouldn’t work,” he said.

I looked up, already preparing to apologise. He was standing close enough that I noticed the clean, neutral smell of his coat — something like soap, or paper that hasn’t yet been written on.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because you don’t actually want to leave,” he said. “You just want it to stop feeling like this.”

He didn’t say it as a challenge. There was no emphasis in it, no satisfaction. It was simply offered, as though he were commenting on the weather or the time.

I waited for him to continue. He didn’t.

Later, I would recognise moments like that for what they were: pauses, held open deliberately. At the time, I only knew that I could have disagreed, could have asked him who he was, could have walked away. Instead, I said nothing. He gave a small nod, as if I had answered.

That was the first exchange, though I didn’t know to call it that. There were no terms. No acknowledgement. He didn’t ask for anything, and he didn’t linger. A minute later he had gone, leaving behind the peculiar sensation that something had been placed inside me with care — not added, exactly, but set down where it would not be noticed until it was needed.

The next time, he knew my name.

I should have asked how. I didn’t. By then I had learned, without meaning to, that questions slowed things down, and that he had no interest in being slowed. He used my name only once. After that, he never did again. It felt intentional, though I couldn’t have said why. A courtesy, perhaps. Or a boundary.

Our conversations were brief. They had to be. He never elaborated, never argued, never tried to convince me of anything. If he had an opinion, he offered it as an observation — something already true, whether I accepted it or not.

“You could stop feeling that,” he said once, after I described a dream that had been repeating for weeks. “Not permanently. Just enough to rest.”

“And then what?” I asked.

He considered this, and I remember thinking that the pause itself was for my benefit.

“Then you would decide what to do with the quiet.”

There was no pressure in it. No implication that I should choose one thing over another. He never framed anything as consequence or reward. Looking back, I think this was the most disarming thing about him. He didn’t need to persuade. He only described what was already possible.

I asked him, once, what he wanted.

The question seemed to amuse him, though his expression barely changed.

“I don’t want,” he said. “I facilitate.”

At the time, that answer meant nothing to me. It sounded abstract, even evasive. Now I understand it as the only honest thing he ever said.

The first thing I let go of was a memory.

I chose it carefully, the way you do when you believe you are still in control. It wasn’t important, not in any practical sense. An argument from years earlier. The exact words someone had used when they decided they were finished with me. I told myself I was being sensible. That there was no reason to keep carrying something that no longer served a purpose.

I told him this, and he listened without interrupting.

When it was done, I felt nothing at all. Not relief. Not absence. Just a clean, neutral space where something had once pressed.

“That’s it?” I asked.

“That’s it,” he said.

Later, I tried to recall the argument. I could remember the room. The light in the window. The knowledge that something had ended there. But the words themselves were gone, removed so precisely that I couldn’t even tell where they had been.

I told myself this was coincidence. A trick of memory. The kind of forgetting that happens when time passes and the mind grows tired of repetition. I told myself many things, carefully, because I still believed then that explanations mattered.

He didn’t correct me.

The exchanges accumulated slowly. None of them dramatic. None of them obviously connected. A night of sleep without dreams. A dulling of regret. A moment of courage that arrived without the familiar weight of fear attached. Each one small enough to justify. Each one offered in the same measured tone, as if he were simply adjusting something that had been slightly misaligned.

It took me longer than I like to admit to realise that he never suggested what I should give. He only ever accepted what I was already willing to lose.

That was the arrangement.

And by the time I understood it, there was no version of my life that did not include him.
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After the first time, I didn’t think of him as someone who would return.

I told myself it had been an ordinary conversation made strange only by my exhaustion — the kind of brief intimacy you can have with a stranger when you’ve been alone too long. There were days when I almost convinced myself I’d invented him for the sake of having an external voice to answer to, something calm to stand opposite my own spiralling thoughts.

It would have been a neat explanation. I preferred neat explanations then. I still do, in a way. They let you keep the world in its place.

But the missing words remained missing.

I tried for a while to retrieve them the way you worry at a loose thread. I lay in bed and replayed what I could remember, expecting the sentence to reappear if I approached it from enough angles. I remembered the table the argument happened beside, the cold edge of it against my palm. I remembered the posture of the other person, the shape of their hands in motion, the way they had stood with their weight on one foot as if already turning away. I remembered my own voice rising, then thinning.

But the exact words — the ones that had stayed with me for years like a splinter — were gone.

In their place was a kind of clean incompleteness. Not pain, not relief. Just a blank space that refused to be filled.

I should have been alarmed by that. Instead, I felt something else first: a quiet, simple gratitude. It was the kind of feeling you notice only after it has arrived, like warmth on skin when the sun moves.

Over the next few days, the change revealed itself in small ways.

At work, my attention stayed where I put it. Emails that would usually pull me into a mild panic were just emails. A meeting I would normally dread came and went without leaving residue in my body. When my manager asked me, offhandedly, if I could take on a task that was not mine, I heard myself say yes in a voice that sounded like mine but steadier.

Then I left the building and realised I wasn’t angry about it.

The absence of anger felt like an improvement at first. Anger had always been exhausting. It required upkeep. It required justification. I’d spent years accumulating evidence for it, returning to it as if it proved I had been wronged in a way that mattered.

Without it, my day moved more smoothly.

That was the first thing I noticed: the smoothness. The reduction of friction. My mind still produced thoughts, but they didn’t snag. They passed through more cleanly, as if whatever had been dulling me for years had finally worn away.

People responded to it.

It was subtle. A receptionist smiled at me instead of past me. Someone held a lift door. A colleague I’d never spoken to properly asked








































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WHAT WAS
GIVEN

KAM WILDER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





