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IAIN GRAY
Disaster! I had 

agreed to give 

up alcohol for 

Lent but had 

completely 

forgotten 

about a friend’s 

wedding. Almost 

immediately upon arriving in 

Copenhagen, I was assaulted by the 

light, crisp, fruity aroma of the Danes’ 

favourite lager. Something was 

fermenting in Denmark, and its name 

was Tuborg.

At first I resisted, but eventually 

the urge to destroy my liver and 

kidneys and bicycle wildly across the 

Rådhuspladsen became too strong, 

and, egged on by the bride and 

groom, I embarked on what can only 

be described as an afternoon’s 

moderate drinking with close friends.

The pattern was similar for the 

next few days: wine with lunch, beer 

in the afternoon, wine with dinner, 

beer and cocktails to finish, but never 

drinking to the point where I needed a 

complete change of blood. So the fall 

from the Lenten wagon was not 

dramatic (or potentially fatal), but it 

was fairly constant for the four days 

in Copenhagen. I have since 

clambered back on to the abstinence 

cart.

I am completely ignorant of the 

punishment for failing the task. Am I 

going to burn in a lake of fire? Be 

forced to drink Bacardi Breezers for 

all eternity?

BECKY PUGH
I’ve stuck like 

glue to my 

promise not 

to buy 

anything 

unnecessary 

during Lent – 

that is unless you 

consider wild rice 

salad and a golden flapjack from 

Daylesford Organic unnecessary. 

My justification at the time was 

this: a salad and a flapjack make a 

healthy, balanced lunch. Lunch is 

necessary, ergo my purchase breaks 

no rules. It was an unfortunate 

aberration; I’m now firmly back on 

track. I have resisted the urge to buy 

tickets to The History Boys, which 

runs only for four more weeks. I 

haven’t had my eyebrows threaded, 

and I haven’t bought the £12 faux 

leather bomber jacket from Primark 

without which I wouldn’t ordinarily be 

able to live. 

Best of all, pay-day is still 24 hours 

away and I’m in the black. It looks like 

I’ll be left at the end of Lent with what 

you might call ‘‘savings’’.

This abstinence lark sure has its 

merits.

FEATURESPet subjects Celia Haddon helps you 
talk to the animals telegraph.co.uk/pets

Spring is in the air. Dani the 
au pair was humming at 
breakfast (“Amy Winehouse, 

you like, Harriet?”). Rufus is 
thrashing madly in front of the 
kitchen door, hoping to be let 
out. Maisie’s nursery teacher 
has sent a letter home about 
Easter break. Easter?! But 
Christmas was only yesterday! 

At least it’s sunny, and cycling 
across the Common to the 
office no longer requires being 
wrapped in clingfilm from top 
to toe as the only protection 
against the mud. 

At Chaff, Anjie cannot tear 
herself away from Liz Hurley’s 
wedding. “You have to hand 
it to her, she is a fine lookin’ 
woman,” she says, shaking her 
head over yet another glossy 
Hello! photo. “Silly old Hugh 
Grant. These men never know 
what’s good for them.”

“Well…” I begin.
“They certainly don’t,” cuts 

in Mary Jane, approaching 
our desks. Even she looks 
softer and happier today and 
seems practically friendly as 
she glances in my direction: a 
welcome departure from the 
way she’s been with me since 
she started being interested 
in my ex-boyfriend James. 
“They’re either boys and boring 
or middle-aged and indulging 
in a midlife crisis.”

Anjie and I trade a look 
of surprise: our boss usually 
regards our non-professional 
chat as beneath her. 

“They act as if they’re in a 
state of intoxication,” Mary 
Jane goes on, “and then claim 
diminished responsibility 
when they’re caught out. I’ve 
known a 50-year-old man dye 
his hair, buy a Porsche and 
run off with his neighbour’s 
19-year-old daughter.” I open 
my mouth to say something but 
realise I can’t speak. Could this 
possibly be the explanation for 

When her boss describes a male midlife crisis, Harriet Carew recognises the symptoms all too well

POSHbutPOOR
Guy’s recent behaviour? 

“I’ve seen a 42-year-old man 
get thrown out of his job for 
canoodling with his secretary 
on his desk after hours. And he 
had the gall to go home to his 
wife and ask her to ‘understand’ 
because it had been a moment 
of madness.”

“What did she say?” Anjie 
asks.

“I told him I’d see him in 
court.” Mary Jane bestows a 
tight smile on us. “Poor Justin. 
He hadn’t realised how much it 
would cost him.” 

With that, she marches out. 
“I’ve got a meeting in the City,” 
she waves over her shoulder. 
“See you tomorrow.”

“Phew!” Anjie waits until we 
can hear Mary Jane’s footsteps 
stomp down the stairs. “She’s 
still spitting tacks about it.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” I ask, 
thinking of how betrayed I 
would feel if, after 15 years, 
Guy… I look out of the window 
at the bright blue sky. I look 
down at the pile of forms I need 
to deal with: applications from 
semi-literate social workers 
giving details of disadvantaged 
children who need a break. 
Suddenly I take up the whole 
pile. “Anjie, I’m going to work 
from home.” 

“Sure, girl, you go ahead…”
Cycling back home, I find 

myself smiling: I’ll take Rufus 
out for a long walk on the 
Common… and maybe fix Guy 
and me a nice lunch (“don’t 
worry, darling, I’ll have some 
heated up porridge for lunch”, 
my husband had said valiantly 
this morning when I pointed 
out the empty fridge). He 
deserves a treat: he has been 
working hard (even if it is on a 
television programme that may 
never get broadcast) and yet 
has managed to turn up to two 
parents’ evenings and wowed 
a fundraiser at the Griffin 

with a talk about the perils of 
contemporary travel.

“Guy?!” I call out when I get 
home. Only Rufus answers, 
with a welcoming yelp. I 
wonder where he’s got to: he’d 
promised that, with Zoe on 
assignment in some foreign 
parts, and the Big Game
treatment in the hands of her 
bosses, he would settle down 
to finish the article for Around 
the World, a tourist trade 
magazine. That might mean 
we could pay off our mounting 
credit card bills before next 
term’s fees are due. 

I’m just unpacking my folders 
on the kitchen table when, 
through the open window, I 
hear the unmistakeable sound 
of Guy chortling: “That’s lovely, 
spot on!”

Is he in the garden, I 
wonder? As I lean out of the 
window to check, I hear our 
American neighbour (single, 
thirtysomething, blonde 
investment banker) giggle: 
“You’re the best! This is just 
what I need!”

I fall back on my chair. What 
in the world are Guy and Lisa 
doing? Why is Lisa, a notorious 
workaholic, at home in the 
middle of the day? Why is my 
husband never where he is 
supposed to be? There is Zoe, 
with whom he holds endless 
meetings; and now there is 
Lisa, whom he has always 
disparaged as a “money-
grubbing nutter”, but with 
whom he now appears to be on 
extremely friendly terms. 

I hate myself for suspecting 
a mistress in every mystery, 
but surely I am right to wonder 
why my husband is cosying up 
to two very attractive younger 
women? In May, Guy turns 40. 
Is this a midlife crisis? 

ÞNext week: James can’t 
believe his eyes

Just say no: those
who slip back into their 
old habits often cannot 
break the cycle of fond 
memories

Six Telegraph writers are 
desperately trying to give up 
something for Lent, with limited 
success. As they reach the 
half-way stage with weakening 
wills, Dr Max Pemberton
offers some timely advice

‘The chains of habit,” wrote Samuel 
Johnson “are generally too small to 
be felt until they are too strong to 
be broken.” This sums up 
mankind’s problems with 

habits nicely. Their development is 
gradual and insidious and it is not 
until a change of circumstances that 
the hold they have over our lives 
becomes evident.

Breaking a habit is difficult 
precisely because it comes down 
to a battle of wills – while 
consciously we may want to stop 
doing something, there is a 
strong unconscious drive to 
continue; to maintain the
status quo.

It’s a fine line between habit 
and addiction and as a doctor I 
frequently see people who, 
despite knowing the risks of 
smoking, over-eating, or taking 
drugs can’t stop.

It’s not just the physical effects 
of these things that make cessation 
so difficult, but the psychological 
comfort they provide. Human beings 
are susceptible to forming habits 
because they provide us with security – 
they are predictable and help us order the 
world around us. In short, humans are
weak and habits help us feel stronger in a 
chaotic world.

Obviously some of the things our panel of 
writers have nobly given (or attempted to give) 
up are harder than others, principally because 
some of the habits will be more enduring and 
complex. Sam Leith, for example, will have had 
to contend with the physical withdrawal from 
cigarettes. In contrast to this, giving up
make-up rarely has people chewing their 
fingers to the bone in desperation for a lipstick.

That said, all of them will have had to contend 
with the psychological withdrawal now that the 
habits they have formed have stopped. The comfort 
they received from indulging in an activity has 
been removed and in its place an unpleasant void 
exists. In the first few weeks after a habit has been 
broken there is a dramatic attempt to re-order 
our thoughts and activities without these things. 
At this stage motivation is usually high and in 
addition to this the associated feelings are novel, 
which helps sustain the change in the short term.

However, after this brief honeymoon period, 
there is a dawning realisation that the void left by 
the habit will not readily be filled. This is a crucial 
phase and for a habit to remain broken past this 
stage a process psychologists call “suppression 
versus sublimation” needs to be undergone. Put 
simply, the more someone tries not to think about 
something, the more they will. In a similar way, the 
more someone tries to suppress thinking about a 
habit and its importance for them, the more they 
will think about it.

People who relapse usually do so because they 
cannot get out of this cycle and cannot stop 
thinking about their past habit and the beneficial 

feelings they once derived from it. What is needed 
instead is “sublimation”. This is changing the way 
the habit is viewed. Rather than something that 
provides comfort, it should be thought of as 
something which costs money, or wastes time and 
so on. The positive aspects of not doing the action 
are emphasised. If this is successfully negotiated, 
then relapse is much less common.

If our writers can achieve this, they will easily be 
able to continue – or in some cases renew – their 
vows of abstinence until Easter; if not, the next few 
weeks are only going to get harder as they 
constantly mourn the loss of what they’ve given up.

SAM LEITH
Giving up 

smoking? 

Ach, it’s a 

doddle. I’ve 

done it a few 

times before. 

The first 24 

hours are the 

worst. You sit at your desk muttering 

to yourself. You stand up, swear, 

gurn, rub the back of your neck, sit 

down, type half a sentence, delete it, 

stand up again, swear, go to light an 

imaginary fag, realise you don’t have 

one, swear, rub your neck. After that, 

it gets a bit easier. Two days after 

giving up, I flew to India, leaving my 

two-thirds-empty pack of fags on the 

kitchen table. I met my friend Philip in 

the departure lounge. “I’m giving up 

too,” he announced, “we’re going to 

go through this together.” Sixteen 

hours later, Philip had cracked. That 

licensed me to have one, too. But just 

one. When I got back to England my 

friend Rebekah came to stay. She has 

been ill, and is unable to smoke. So we 

had some whisky. Then we chain-

smoked the packet of cigarettes on 

the kitchen table. I forgive myself, 

because the first lapse was to show I 

could, and the second was to be tidy. 

That was about 10 days ago. I 

haven’t had one since. I 

congratulate myself 

on having “a 

whim of iron”.

LESLEY 
THOMAS
If this were a 

moral fable, I 

would have 

learned by 

now that 

make-up is 

superficial and 

trivial and that I can live happily 

without it. Quite the opposite has 

happened. I miss my slap so much it 

hurts.

Starting the day with three coats of 

mascara, I now realise, meant I began 

on a high. I was on top of things – 

facing the next 16 hours with wide 

open and optimistic eyes. I’ve started 

to stare, with something close to lust, 

at other women’s make up and can’t 

help complimenting them if they’ve 

done a good job. 

I met some TV executives without 

my face on last week and felt 

compelled to explain that I wouldn’t 

normally walk around without it. Since 

they hadn’t noticed my face was 

naked it looked like I’d been fishing for 

compliments. All very awkward. I 

doubt I’ll hear from them again. 

It’s female friends I’m keener to 

impress though. The only time I’ve 

broken my Lenten promise was for a 

dinner with some gal pals I hadn’t 

seen for a while. Guiltily I painted on a 

coat of mascara. Then I thought a bit 

of tinted lip balm would be OK. 

Heaven forbid my friends went home 

thinking I’d lost my mojo.

JONATHAN 
ISABY
I am proud to 

say that I 

have stayed 

true to my 

pledge: the 

last time I 

consumed 

chocolate was the delicious chocolate 

pudding soufflé I had on Shrove 

Tuesday. This must surely be the 

longest period I’ve ever gone without 

it, and that’s before I’ve even reached 

the halfway stage of this fast. Despite 

increasingly regular cravings, I have 

not erred — although there is hard 

evidence that this lack of chocolate is 

messing with my head. 

Last week when out to dinner with 

a friend and having rejected the 

chocolatey options from the pudding 

menu in favour of a fruit sorbet, I 

looked on enviously as the waiter 

served the man dining at the 

neighbouring table.

“Look, he’s got the scrummy 

chocolate cake,” I said longingly.

“Er, no he hasn’t,” replied my 

dining companion, who also happens 

to be a psychiatrist. “You’ve clearly 

got delusions of chocolate — that’s the 

venison”.

I may be needing her professional 

help before Lent is out.

CHLOE 
RHODES
I’m not proud 

of myself. 

Three weeks 

without 

television 

should not be an 

insurmountable 

challenge. I’d spent over a week 

moving piously to the other room 

whenever the television was on and on 

the night of “the slip” I truly believed I’d 

cracked it.  But my over-confidence 

was the cause of my undoing. 

I’d had a quick glance at the TV 

listings – purely to keep abreast of 

cultural developments – and there it 

was: 9pm - Grand Designs, an 

irresistible tale of triumph over 

adversity set against a backdrop of 

beautiful interiors. I could hear a voice 

in my head saying “step away from 

the remote control”, but it was too 

late. The only way to drown out the 

protestations of my guilty conscience 

was to fill my ears with Kevin 

McCloud’s soothing tones. I was a 

goner.

I have since redoubled my efforts 

and have observed an interesting 

scientific principle in action. As my 

television viewing goes down, my 

alcohol consumption goes up. It’s the 

law of equilibrium, deny yourself one 

pleasure and you are compelled to 

replace it with another. 
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