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Harry Pilgrim Cuts the Mustard 
By Len Davis 

Life in an ad agency is an endless lottery; will tomorrow bring an 
award, a P60, a hangover? And now, in the twenty-first century, the 
news, good or bad, arrives at light-speed. This morning, hidden 
amongst the sports reports, offers of whiplash compensation and 
appeals from Nigerian Princes, Harry Pilgrim’s inbox contains a 
summons from Human Remains. 

‘You will attend a meeting with Margot Puddephat, HR 
Director, this pm at 2.45. PS Please arrange to relocate to the open-
plan area by the end of the month. Your office is required by the 
Pensions Dept.’ 

Harry’s heart does a bungee jump. Could this be the ever-
looming redundancy? Or his fifteenth Final Warning? He realises with 
relief that his line manager is not invited. What could they want with 
him? The usually reliable secretarial infonet is clueless. Harry just has 
to bluff it out, blind. 

 That afternoon Harry treads the once familiar carpet of the 
fifth floor’s corridor of cower. Margot Puddephat is a tall, angular, 
country-dancing puritan. Her eyes snap violently from side to side as 
though on springs. As becomes the boss of Human Resources she is 
utterly devoid of empathy. Harry, braced for a slam-dunk brick-bat, 
finds her surprisingly hesitant. She dithers and dawdles. Harry seizes 
the moment. 

‘Look here, you can’t evict me. I’m looking after that office at 
the express wish of Seward Sykes. It’s his and he’ll want it on his 
return.’ 
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Seward Madison Sykes was the only grandson of Monroe Sykes, 
the agency’s founder. Thanks to his family’s large shareholding 
Seward had long been a colourful if non-productive agency staffer 
before departing abruptly for Tangiers, on an unspecified, indefinite 
assignment.  

Margot skewers Harry with her Mrs Thatcher look.  

‘So you knew Seward Sykes? He was long before I joined. 
Hardly anyone seems to know him.’ 

Sensing an opening Harry decides to gild the lily of truth. ‘Of 
course, I knew him. We were best mates. And before he left for 
Africa, he particularly requested I keep his office ready for his 
return.’ In reality as Sykes was leaving Harry had engineered a 
meeting in the lift and volunteered to ‘look after’ the office while the 
scion was in Africa. ’Suit yourself’ was the laconic reply. 

This being the sole activity at which Harry Pilgrim excelled, he 
had quickly suited himself right down to the office’s Axminster. Over 
the subsequent months and years Harry had parlayed this brief 
encounter into an intimate friendship; he was the trusted keeper of 
Seward Sykes’ holy flame, (and desk and office), eagerly awaiting his 
buddy’s return. 

As Margot Puddephat retrieved a card from her desk, an awful 
thought belatedly crashed into Harry’s forebrain. ‘He’s not coming 
back, is he?’ he blurted.  

‘No, no. He’s not coming back. In fact he’s never coming back. 
He’s dead. D E D, dead. So, we’re reassigning his office, as he’ll have 
no further need of it.’ 

‘Dead?’ faltered Harry, but Margot continued ‘The funeral’s 
next week, and the CEO wants you to represent the agency.’ 

‘Me? Why me?’ wailed Harry. 

‘You seem to be the only current employee that admits to 
knowing him, and anyway, the CEO insists. Ring this number to 
confirm your attendance.’ 

The line was bad; Seward’s uncle Nigel was in his car, and the 
call kept breaking up. He seemed delighted that ‘one of Seward’s 
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friends’ was attending the funeral. ’Otherwise it will only be family – 
we never knew his friends in the UK. Look, do you mind my asking, 
but would you...crackle... ..crackle..be...crackle..you.. crackle only? 
We don’t know ..crackle ..ask.’ 

‘Yes, of course. I’m really the only friend he had at the agency’ 
replies Harry. Nigel seems surprisingly grateful. 

On the appointed day, a steady drizzle is falling. The 
Roehampton crematorium is a grey numbness, all life deadened by 
the persistent drone of traffic on the nearby A3.   A handful of elderly 
types are huddled in the porch. A short tubby character under a 
golfing umbrella introduces himself as Nigel Sykes. ‘Pilgrim? Well 
done, old man. We were at our wit’s end over the eulogy until you 
volunteered. Good show.’ 

‘Volunteered? Eulogy?’ splutters Harry, as Nigel steers him to a 
grey-haired, grey twin-setted dowager. ‘Pilgrim, this is Mrs Sykes, 
Mrs Evelyn Sykes, Seward’s mother.’ 

Mrs Sykes addresses him in a penetrating whisper, her gaze 
raking him from stem to stern like a battleship’s salvo. ‘How do you 
do, young man’ she says, limply touching his hand. ‘We rather hoped 
you’d bring your wife. You are married?’ 

‘Yes yes, but Heather’s teaching today – she can’t get time off, 
especially as she never knew Seward. Well hardly. Er, what’s this 
about a eulogy?  

‘Hmm. Just make sure you are both brief and conventional’. 
Mrs Sykes’ eyes rake him with another broadside as she turns away. 
Before Harry can reply, two elderly spinsters pin him to the porch 
wall. ‘So you’re Seward’s friend. It’s so nice that there’s at least one 
of his English friends here; everyone else is just family and most of us 
didn’t really know him...We are so looking forward to your eulogy.’ 

Before he knows it the service is underway. Harry is in a flat-out 
panic. What is he to do? He could throw a faint, but he suspects this 
would merely prolong matters. Escape is impossible – the Chapel 
doors are shut tight. The old trooper in Harry decides to rise to the 
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occasion. Doesn’t he have loads of awards, well, at least one. He’ll 
give them a eulogy to knock their socks off!   

Like all the best writers, he opts for a touch of plagiarism. He’d 
been reading Negley Farson’s ‘Way of a Transgressor’ and in lieu of 
any real knowledge of Seward the man, he decides to borrow some 
tiny details from Farson’s bohemian life. There was no-one to gainsay 
him – they were all of an earlier generation. Harry strides boldly up 
to the lectern. 

‘Shorty Seward joined the agency after a passionate but 
doomed love affair with a Serbian showgirl in Trieste. The 
champagne we drank to drown those memories! The girls we 
chased! Life with Shorty was one long party. Everyone who was 
anyone in the noughties came, to soak up his pizzazz, his booze! 
Gilbert & George, that pop group, whatdyacallit, Blur, Jennifer 
whatsername,  Huw Wheldon, er Edwards, Rossy, they all supped 
with Shorty.  

‘And when he wasn’t er, feasting with the um, celebrities of 
Soho he was dazzling his colleagues with pithy one-liners and off-the-
wall ideas. Manys the campaign that flourished in the bright sun of 
his genius! He’d return from a drink-soaked country weekend with a 
blood-shot eye-witness report from the um, edge, utterly nailing the 
zeitgeist. What a man! Such a loss to the media world. What pathos 
now echoes in the corridors of our ad agency! How proud his family 
must be of such a tiger amongst men!   

I leave you with a short poem I’ve composed in his memory. 

The champagne we drank, 

The funds we sank, 

The girls we bonked 

All now kerplunked. 

Harry regains his seat, elated by this impromptu performance. 
He can still cut the mustard! The silence that follows is more stunned 
than reverential. But old Mrs Sykes is positively animated, smiling 
and mouthing ‘Thank you, thank you’. As they left the Chapel she 
asks:  
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‘Why’d you call him Shorty? He was neither short nor tall.’ 

‘His initials’ answers Harry, ‘S M S. Like Short Message 
Service...’  Mrs Sykes is clearly baffled by his response but nods and 
smiles gamely. 

‘Serbian showgirls, eh? A tiger amongst men?’ said Nigel 
quizzically, as they munched sandwiches at the wake. ‘You 
advertising chappies are an inventive lot. You do know he was gay?’ 

‘What Seward? Seward Sykes gay? You mean AC- DC?’  

‘No, no, he was bent as a nine-bob note. Died of a stroke in the 
arms of his Moroccan catamite. So you will understand his mother’s 
joy at your unlikely but original eulogy.’ 

Harry swallows hard, downs his drink. The exit beckons. 

Back in the office the next day, he has a visit from Margot; she 
is spitting tacks. 

 ‘Mrs Sykes has asked, no, demanded, that you keep Seward’s 
office as a fitting memorial to her son, and his grandfather. What on 
earth did you say to her?’ 

Harry Pilgrim smiles the superior smile of one possessing a 
secret. 
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