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Mr Phillips looks at his watch, a silver-plated Omega with
roman numerals which his father gave him as a present when

he passed his charter exams. When Mr Phillips took the watch

- out of its box and looked up beaming to thank his father, the

older man, with his arms crossed, merely said:

‘There.

At the time, that had seemed a perfectly natural thing to
say; or at least Mr Phillips had felt he understood it. Now he
sometimes looks at the watch and remembers his father’s sin-
gle word and wonders whether it meant there, that’s the whole
business of present-giving discharged - or there, you're a
grown-up now, you need to be on time - or there, the days of
exams are behind you — or there, you'll never again look at the
time without remembering your father. Perhaps it really had
meant, I'll be dead one day. There are times when he looks at
the watch and is overcome by a recollection so acute that he
can feel the stubble on his father’s chin as he embraced him,
and smell the slight sourness of pickled things on his breath.
And at other times he just looks at his watch and thinks, Oh
it’s five to two.

Now, though, it’s five past ten. The working day at Wilkins
and Co. will be well and truly under way. When Mr Phillips

was younger he had liked to be as late as was possibly consis-

tent with keeping his job, and had been voluptuously reluc-
tant to get out of bed. These days he likes, or liked, to be at his
desk by nine fifteen, or half past at the very latest; he enjoyed
setting off to work while still feeling a tad groggy, with wisps
of sleep trailing behind him. There was something comforting
about being seated at his desk opening his correspondence
with faint vestiges of sleepiness rising off him like the steam
off his day’s first mug of coffee. That mug would be brought to
him by Karen if she was in yet, or made by Mr Phillips himself
if she had had trouble with her journey or at home. (Thereis a
man in her life. More than that Mr Phillips does not know, and
does not want to know.) Karen often looked very slightly
flushed in the mornings, something to do with make-up or
getting up or, perhaps, rushed sexual activity, its memory
bringing a glow to her cheeks like a remembered embarrass-
ment. And her coffee tasted better than Mr Phillips’s too,
which was a mystery, since it was made to precisely the same
formula (two level spoonfuls of Gold Blend, water just off the
boil, dollop of skimmed milk).

By half past ten Mr Phillips would hope to have read his
correspondence and dictated replies to most of it. He still has
his Dictaphone - it is in his briefcase at this very moment —
even though it is strictly (or even not so strictly) speaking com-
pany property. But there is something so personal about this
chunky piece of metal and plastic that he had felt obliged to

cling on to it and to slip it home. The Dictaphone’s tiny micro-



cassette now holds replies to memos that will never be typed,
signed and dispatched, letters that will never be sent, admoni-
tions and excuses that will vanish into the electronic limbo of
erased cassette tape. Mr Phillips takes the Dictaphone cassette
out of his bag, holds the speaker to his ear and presses Play.

‘Reply to memo from Mr Street in Administration Depart-
ment,” Mr Phillips hears himself say, in the low, intimate, urgent
voice he uses to his Dictaphone. ‘Check to see if the early memo
included a blind ‘copy to Mr Mill and if so copy him again.’

It was Mr Mill to whom the original memo should have
been sent, if he had not been so reliably inclined not to do any-
thing about anything, ever.

‘Memo begins:

"There are difficulties with the proposal to save money by
switching to a cheaper brand of sticky . . . of paper with . . . er,
just say Post-It notes, Karen. Full stop. To wit comma Post-It
notes are patented and no cheaper brand, change that to more
reasonable brand, is therefore available full stop. Apparently
they were invented by an out-of-work engineer in America
full stop. At the moment the budget for this item of stationery
comma which costs 49p a small packet comma is fifteen thou-
sand pounds full stop. On balance [ would favour a memo
from Administration informing employees of this fact comma
and pointing out that free access to stationery cupboards will
one day become a thing of the past if unbridled consumption

of office materials cannot be checked full stop. End of memo.’



2.3

The traffic is crawling along the Embankment. Mr Phillips
wants it to move more quickly, because that way there would
be a greater variety of distractions. On the far side of the road,
the footpath beside the river is busy with the last stray joggers
of the morning, some of whom, fit scrawny men with little
rucksacks, are clearly running to work. A group of twelve
Gurkhas wearing olive-green T-shirts and shorts jogs past in
tight formation, apparently heading for Chelsea Barracks.

About four hundred yards from Chelsea Bridge the bus
stops again. There is the usual pause while people rummage
for change to pay their fare and then the bus sets off. As it does
so a very dishevelled man, evidently a tramp, comes to the top
of the stairs. He wears a mouldy suit whose trousers are too big
and whose jacket is too small, so that it seems he could burst all
its seams by flexing his upper body. The trousers are kept up
with knotted string. His shirt once was pink or orange. He
wears shoes with the soles flapping loose and no laces, has
obviously not washed or shaved for quite some time, and his
face is a strange mottled purple colour. A smell of meths or tur-
pentine seems to rise off him. He carries three very full plastic
bags. He could be any age from thirty to seventy.

Mr Phillips can feel everybody on the upper deck of the bus

willing the man not to sit next to them. As if conscious of his
moment in the invisible spotlight, the tramp stands at the top of
the stairs and slowly scans the upper deck of the bus. Mr
Phillips concentrates on avoiding eye contact while looking
bored and unprovokable. The new arrival takes two steps
towards the back of the bus and then with odd gracefulness
swings around and heads for the front, tacking from side to side
of the narrow corridor as he goes. With terrible inevitability he
sways to the very front of the bus and sits down, with a loud
combined sigh and cough, next to the girl in school uniform.

It isn’t often, Mr Phillips thinks, that you see tramps on
buses. Presumably it’s the expense. On the Tube you see them
all the time, especially on the Circle Line, where they got a
whole day riding around and around for the price of one ticket,
being spun around the capital like the flags on a prayer wheel.
Mad people you saw all the time too on the Underground. In
fact, after a certain time of night the Tube seemed to be popu-

lated entirely by the mad, the drunk, and the frightened.



Mr Phillips wonders what it would be like to become a
tramp. If he didn’t go home this evening, for instance, but sim-
ply rode the Underground until it closed, watching the ebb
and flow of human types through the long day - the people
travelling to work in the morning, the afternoon-shifters, the
tourists with backpacks and maps and guidebooks and ques-
tions, the errand-doers, the unclassifiables on trips of all
stripes, the students, hookers, nurses, actors, all those who

work funny hours, then at the end of the afternoon people

returning from work, hanging from straps and clinging to
poles in their '\tight hordes, heading out from the middle of
town like an orderly crowd fleeing a disaster, Mr Phillips com-
fortably ensconced in the corner seat he has bagged during the
mid-morning pre-lunch lull, in between dozes and daydreams
and periods when his attention goes offline like the Wilkins

and Co. IBM mainframe.



