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Prologue  -  The Man on the Stair
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Yesterday upon the stair
I met a man who wasn't there;
He wasn't there again today:
Oh how I wish that man would go away.
The verse appears without attribution in several places, which is fitting, because attribution implies origin, and origin implies intention. Evan Evanescent first encountered it printed in a font that suggested neither authority nor playfulness, pinned to a noticeboard in a corridor that connected nothing of consequence to anything else.

The corridor was a convenience. The noticeboard was a habit. The verse was an intrusion.

Evan stopped walking.

He did not do this often. Walking, for Evan, was a functional activity undertaken to reach predefined destinations. Pausing mid-corridor was inefficient. It suggested distraction. Yet the four lines had arrested him - not emotionally, not intellectually, but procedurally. They resisted categorisation.

The poem was not motivational. It was not instructional. It did not encourage mindfulness, teamwork, or resilience. It did not rhyme with productivity. It merely stated something odd, then repeated its oddness, then expressed a wish that could not logically be fulfilled.

Evan read it again.

Yesterday upon the stair
I met a man who wasn't there;
The stair mattered. Evan noticed this immediately. Stairs were liminal structures, moving people without quite counting as places. He made a mental note, then scolded himself for doing so. The poem did not ask to be analysed.

He continued reading.

He wasn't there again today:

This was worse. Yesterday could be dismissed as error. Today suggested persistence. Or recurrence. Or policy.

Oh how I wish that man would go away.

Evan felt a faint tightening in his chest, the sensation he normally associated with unresolved action items. The wish was futile. One could not ask what was not there to leave. The line implied frustration, not fear. A mild, weary irritation.

The poem was, Evan realised, about evaluation.

Not being evaluated, but being aware of evaluation without being able to locate its source.

He stepped back from the noticeboard and continued walking, annoyed with himself for lingering.

Later, Evan would not remember where he first read the verse. He would remember only that it had been present before the staircase, as if preparing the ground.
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Long before the man who wasn’t there entered Evan’s life by not entering it, Evan had been trained to notice absence.

Absence was a feature, not a flaw.

In school, Evan learned that mistakes were deviations from expected outcomes. In university, he learned that outcomes were defined by frameworks that discouraged surprise. In his early professional life, he learned that the most dangerous question one could ask was “Why?” - unless it was immediately followed by “according to policy.”

Evan learned, above all, that systems did not like to be seen thinking.

They preferred to appear inevitable.

By the time Evan became a Corporate Quality Assessor, he had internalised this preference so thoroughly that it no longer felt imposed. It felt natural. Comforting. Like gravity.

The world, as Evan understood it, functioned through standards - some documented, some implied. Some were written down. Others were absorbed through repetition and tone. The most powerful standards were the ones no one remembered agreeing to.

Evan’s role was to ensure alignment.

Alignment did not require enthusiasm. Enthusiasm was volatile. Alignment required consistency, documentation, and the absence of awkward questions. Evan was good at this. He had a knack for identifying where things might go wrong without suggesting they could go better.

This made him useful.

It also made him vulnerable.

Because once you have spent enough time identifying gaps, you begin to notice them everywhere. Not just in processes, but in people. In conversations. In yourself.

Especially in yourself.
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The verse returned to Evan in fragments over the following weeks. Not as a poem, but as a structure. A pattern.

Yesterday upon the stair.

The idea of yesterday troubled him. Yesterday implied that something had already happened, whether or not it had been acknowledged. It suggested precedent. Evan did not like precedent. Precedent complicated audits.

I met a man who wasn't there.

Meeting required mutual recognition. This line proposed a meeting that could not have occurred. Evan had spent his career carefully distinguishing between perception and evidence. The line collapsed that distinction with disturbing ease.

He wasn't there again today.

Again. Evan lingered on the word. Again suggested repetition without resolution. A finding without corrective action.

Oh how I wish that man would go away.

The wish implied that the man’s absence was somehow intrusive. That non-existence could be disruptive. That something could occupy space by not occupying it.

This struck Evan as deeply unprofessional.
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It is important to note that Evan did not believe in metaphysics.

He believed in metrics.

Metrics, however, had their limits. Evan knew this academically, in the way one knows that certain things are theoretically possible but unlikely to occur during business hours. Metrics measured what could be isolated, counted, and compared. They performed poorly when confronted with expectations that could not be articulated.

And yet such expectations existed.

Evan had felt them all his life. In classrooms, in interviews, in performance reviews. The sense that something invisible was being weighed. That one was not failing, exactly - but not satisfying something either.

The man who wasn’t there was not new.

He was merely more explicit.
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The first time Evan consciously connected the verse to his own experience was after the staircase encounter, though he would later revise this timeline several times in his memory, attempting to impose causality.

Memory, Evan knew, was a narrative convenience.

He recalled the pressure in the air. The sense of being evaluated without criteria. The disappearance of the sensation the moment he reached the landing. He recalled the compliance log correcting his perception into nonexistence.

No anomaly detected.

The system was not wrong.

The system was incomplete.

That night, lying awake in bed, Evan recited the verse silently, testing it against his experience.

Yesterday upon the stair.

Yes.

I met a man who wasn't there.

Also yes.

He wasn't there again today.

This line unsettled him. He had not yet encountered the man again. The verse implied inevitability.

Oh how I wish that man would go away.

Evan did not wish this yet. He was not sure what he wished. He suspected that wishing the man away might be a form of acknowledgment, and acknowledgment could become entanglement.

Better, perhaps, to proceed as though nothing had happened.

This was Evan’s preferred strategy.
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The difficulty with proceeding as though nothing has happened is that it requires nothing to continue happening.

The verse, Evan realised, did not describe fear. It described irritation. A low-level disturbance. The kind that does not disrupt productivity but erodes certainty.

The man was not a threat.

He was a standard.

An implied benchmark, hovering just beyond articulation. He did not accuse. He did not instruct. He merely waited, with the patience of something that did not need to justify itself.

Evan had spent years preparing for evaluations with visible criteria. He knew how to meet expectations when they were declared. What unsettled him was the idea of expectations that existed without declaration.

The man who wasn’t there embodied that idea perfectly.

He was the personification of adequacy anxiety - the suspicion that meeting requirements might not be enough, even when no one says otherwise.
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The prologue ends, as it must, before the story begins.

Evan Evanescent does not yet seek the man. He does not yet try to impress him. He does not yet ride the ontological rollercoaster that will unsettle his professional identity and quiet his faith in metrics.

At this point, Evan merely notices.

He notices the verse. He notices the staircase. He notices the faint sense that standards may exist beyond documentation. He notices that absence can behave like presence if one is trained to look for gaps.

The man who wasn’t there does not need to appear.

He has already been noticed.

And once noticed, absence is very difficult to ignore.

Yesterday, Evan met him upon the stair.

Today, he is not there again.

Tomorrow, the wish will begin to form.
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Chapter 1  -  The Staircase Encounter
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Evan Evanescent first actually encountered the man who wasn’t there on a Tuesday, which was unfortunate, because Tuesdays were already difficult.

They were not difficult in any dramatic sense. Nothing happened on Tuesdays. That was the problem. Tuesdays existed to confirm that systems were working as intended. Mondays introduced error. Wednesdays adjusted for it. Thursdays pretended to innovate. Fridays documented morale. Tuesdays simply persisted.

Evan liked Tuesdays. They were neutral. Auditable.

The staircase, however, was not.

The staircase sat between the Compliance Department and the Strategic Alignment Unit, neither of which could convincingly explain why they occupied different floors. According to the building directory, both departments performed “quality-related functions,” which was as close as the organization came to poetry. Evan used the staircase instead of the elevator because the elevator required proximity to other people, and other people introduced variables.

The staircase did not.

It was concrete, painted a soothing institutional beige, with metal handrails bolted at intervals determined by a regulation Evan had once looked up and immediately regretted. The lighting hummed faintly, as if thinking about failing but deciding against it. A sign on the wall read:

STAIR USE ENCOURAGED
(In the Event of Fire)
Evan was halfway between floors - precisely halfway, if one measured by steps rather than altitude - when the man wasn’t there.

At first, Evan experienced the sensation as a miscalculation. A mild one. The kind that did not require escalation.

He paused.

There was the feeling of presence. Not behind him. Not ahead. Not beside him. The feeling was more general than that - an atmospheric pressure change, a slight tightening in the air, as though the space itself had become attentive.

Evan did not turn around. Turning around would have been an admission.

Instead, he stood very still and conducted a rapid internal assessment.

	Visual confirmation: none.

	Auditory confirmation: none.

	Olfactory confirmation: concrete, dust, faint industrial cleaner.

	Emotional response: inappropriate.


The emotional response was the problem.

Evan felt evaluated.

Not in the way one feels evaluated during a performance review, when evaluation arrives with clipboards and smiles and sentences that begin with “overall.” This was different. There was no sense of criteria being applied, only the certainty that criteria existed.

The man wasn’t there, Evan realized, because if the man had been there, he would have been someone. Someone could be explained. Someone could be introduced. Someone could be issued a lanyard.

This was not someone.

This was a vacancy with expectations.

Evan resumed climbing.

He took one step, then another, each footfall carefully moderated. His breathing adjusted without instruction, becoming quieter, more professional. He noticed this adjustment and immediately disliked himself for it.

Halfway up the next flight, the sensation intensified - not growing stronger, exactly, but becoming more defined. Evan felt as though the space behind him was occupied by a question.

He did not know the question.

He suspected it concerned adequacy.

The man did not speak. The man did not move. The man did not need to do either. Evan felt the same pressure he felt when submitting a report he knew was technically correct but spiritually unsatisfying.

He reached the landing.

The feeling vanished.

Just like that. No fade. No afterimage. One moment the air was heavy with implication; the next it was merely air.

Evan stood at the landing longer than was reasonable, staring at a motivational poster someone had taped to the wall. It depicted a mountain that looked nothing like the surrounding geography and read:

EXCELLENCE IS A JOURNEY

Evan frowned. Excellence was not a journey. Excellence was a deviation. Deviations required explanation.

He checked his watch. He was on time, which should have reassured him. It did not.

When Evan reached his desk, he did what he always did after encountering something unexpected: he documented it.

The compliance log was a shared internal system designed to capture irregularities in process flow, environmental conditions, and human behaviour. Evan respected the log. The log respected nothing.

He opened a new entry.

Date: Tuesday
Time: 10:14 a.m.
Location: Stairwell B (between Floors 4 and 5)
Incident Type: Environmental Anomaly (Perceived)
He paused at the description field.

Describing the man was impossible. Describing the absence was worse.

Evan typed carefully.

During routine transit via Stairwell B, employee experienced a brief sensation of evaluative presence not attributable to any observable source. No visual, auditory, or physical indicators detected. Possible contributing factors: lighting hum, transitional space, cognitive fatigue.

He read the sentence twice. It sounded reasonable. It sounded dismissive. It sounded insufficient.

He clicked “Submit.”

The system processed the entry for several seconds longer than usual. Then a notification appeared:

ENTRY AUTO-CORRECTED
Reason: Insufficient evidence of anomaly.
The revised entry read:

No anomaly detected.

Evan stared at the screen.

He did not object. Objections required confidence.

He minimized the log and opened his current assignment: a review of internal communication clarity across departments. The irony did not escape him, but irony was not actionable.

For the rest of the morning, Evan worked as efficiently as possible. He evaluated email chains. He highlighted ambiguities. He flagged phrases such as “as discussed” and “moving forward.” He added comments suggesting clearer ownership and reduced metaphysical load.

Still, the staircase lingered.

Not as a memory, exactly. Evan could not recall any details because there were none to recall. The experience persisted instead as a shape in his thinking - a gap his mind kept circling without entering.

At lunch, Evan avoided the cafeteria and ate at his desk, consuming a sandwich he had prepared according to nutritional guidelines he trusted more than his appetite. While chewing, he caught himself wondering - not for the first time - whether the man would have approved of the sandwich.

This thought alarmed him.

Approve implied standards. Standards implied authority. Authority implied presence.

The man was not there.

That afternoon, Evan found himself checking reflections: in the darkened glass of conference room windows, in the brushed steel of elevator doors he did not ride, in the glossy surface of a laminated policy manual. He was not looking for the man. He was checking that the man was not looking at him.

Nothing appeared.

By the end of the day, Evan had almost convinced himself that the encounter had been nothing more than an internal misfire - a stray sensation generated by fluorescent lighting and organizational ambiguity. This explanation satisfied him until it didn’t.

When he left the building, he paused at the staircase.

He did not enter it.

Instead, he took the elevator down with everyone else, standing very straight, holding his bag close, feeling absurdly relieved by the presence of witnesses.

That night, at home, Evan dreamed of staircases that never reached their next floor. Each landing revealed another flight, each sign contradicted the last. Somewhere above - or below - there was a man who was not there, checking boxes that could not be seen.

Evan woke just before dawn with the uncomfortable certainty that the man had not followed him home.

Which was somehow worse.

He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, breathing carefully, aware that something had begun - not an event, but a process. Something evaluative. Something patient.

Tomorrow would be Wednesday.

Adjustments would be expected.
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