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‘I ’m not going back to 
school. I’m not.” Tom is 
lying on his bed, facing 

the wall. 
“Once Big Ben knows 

you’ve started karate you 
won’t see him for smoke,” 
says Guy unconvincingly as 
he sits down beside him.

“I’m not going, Daddy.”
Half term is over, Alex is 

back at the Griffin, but Tom 
won’t budge. Mr Sandlane, 
St Antony’s headmaster, has 
been on the phone since 
Monday, asking the right 
questions and showing 
concern, but Tom is adamant.

I hate leaving him in this 
state, but Guy reassures me: 
“I’ll look in on him – we’ll go 
for a walk with Rufus on the 
Common later, maybe even 
a film.” 

I raise an eyebrow: “No 
BBC meetings then?”

“Not this week.” Guy won’t 
rise to the bait. He adopts the 
happy, confident expression 
he’s been wearing for the past 
week – ever since Valentine’s 
Day, in fact, when he took 
me out for the most romantic 
and expensive dinner à deux 
we’ve ever had. But I know 
I can’t take the credit for his 
change of mood: someone is 
paying him a lot of attention 
and filling him with big 
hopes. I just hope it’s not Zoe, 
a TV producer with long legs 
and pert breasts.

Still – long may it last: Guy 
is clucking over Tom, being 
attentive to me and even 
reading Maisie her bedtime 
stories.

As I cycle to the office, 
I realise I have been 
postponing dealing with 
something else: James’s 
generous offer. He wants to 

organise a trip away for me 
and Guy at his friend’s new 
hotel spa. It’s a tempting 
proposition – but how can 
I accept? What would Guy 
think of my ex-boyfriend’s 
offer, made because he thinks 
I’m feeling down? Charlotte 
was clear when I asked her 
for her opinion: “Just say 
yes, you ninny!” I’m not 
convinced. 

“She’s been humming 
all morning,” Anjie greets 
my arrival at Chaff in 
a loud whisper: Mary 
Jane’s door is shut. “And 
she is wearing a new 
dress… something’s up, 
and I bet your friend’s 
got something to do 
with it.” 

“Oh no…” My 
boss’s interest in 
James makes me 
nervous: will my 

friendship with him irritate 
her? “By the way, he rang,” 
Anjie continues as she tidies 
up her desk. 

“James?” I ask, alarmed. 
Mary Jane’s door opens and 
she steps out of her office. 

“Yes, James. He said that 
he’s not trying to rush you 
but he really needs you to 
make up your mind about the 
weekend away.” Anjie hasn’t 
noticed our boss behind her, 
and continues as Mary Jane 
stands there, frozen: “Harriet, 
girl, you’ve got to make up 
your mind!” 

Mary Jane steps back into 
her office and shuts the door 
with a bang.

Anjie jumps: “What…?!”
“I think she’s got the 

wrong end of the stick. My 
days here are numbered.”

Anjie mouths “sorry” 
before we both retreat to 
our desks. I don’t dare ring 
James: if Mary Jane pops 
out again, she’ll think the 
worst. I spend the slowest 
morning ever setting up 

interviews with families 
wanting to volunteer their 

time and home for Chaff’s 
disadvantaged children. 

“Harriet, could you come 
here a moment.” Mary Jane 
stands menacingly at her 
door. 

“Of… of course.” I set down 
the phone. It’s one o’clock: 
Anjie’s at lunch and the 
office stands still and empty 
– except for Mary Jane.

“Harriet, I do not wish to 
pry into your private life,” 
Mary Jane begins, voice 
trembling with self-righteous 
indignation, “but I will not 
tolerate any blurring of 
personal and professional 
boundaries in this office. 
I pride myself on Chaff’s 
professionalism and I will 
not sit by and watch it being 
torn to shreds. Do I make 
myself clear?”

“I… I…” I want to launch 
my defence but she raises 

her hand to stop me. “I’ve 
said my piece. No need to say 
any more.” 

I want to laugh, then burst 
into tears. Instead, my eyes fix 
on the leather diary on Mary 
Jane’s desk: there, filling the 
slot reserved for this evening, 
I see “James dinner” written 
in bold letters. 

So much for professionalism, 
I want to say – but don’t: if 
I’m not careful, it’s going to 
get nasty. 

“I think there is some 
misunderstanding,” I 
stand up in what I hope is 
a dignified manner, “but 
I agree that it would be 
inappropriate to discuss my 
personal life here.” 

I walk out of Mary Jane’s 
office, trembling and 
red-faced, heart pumping. 
I sit at my desk and try to 
calm down by rereading 

the draft text for our new 
brochure. 

The phone rings. 
“Darling?” Guy’s voice 
sounds excited.

“Yes…” I daren’t speak 
up lest Mary Jane hears a 
personal call. 

“Big Ben’s been excluded: 
they found a knife on him. 
Sandlane’s been on the 
phone apologising. Tom’s 
going back tomorrow!”

“Oh… oh Guy.” The relief 
makes me weepy. “It’s 
wonderful.”

“Yes. Things are just getting 
better and better.” He sounds 
triumphant. Suddenly I feel 
a stab of jealousy: is it Tom’s 
good news that is making 
Guy so happy – or the 
attentions of Zoe? 

ÞNext week: Harriet wrestles 
with the green-eyed monster P
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POSHbutPOORHer former boyfriend’s generous offer gets Harriet Carew into a spot of trouble with her boss

…
Abstaining at Lent for self-improvement has been 
practised since medieval times. But does it still 
carry resonance today, asks Christopher Howse

The spirit of our age is, on the 
surface, more hospitable to the 
abstinence of Lent which starts 
today, Ash Wednesday, than past 
centuries. We understand that no 

pain means no gain. Good Catholic 
children can still give up sweeties 
without risking much criticism, although 
the Church of England, eager to make it 
all fun prefers the slogan “Love life, live 
Lent”, and has launched a website 
inviting Lenten jokes. 

In its penitential medieval heyday, 
Lent meant six weeks without meat, 
eggs, butter or cheese. Sex was not 
forbidden to married couples, but its 
temporary relinquishment was 
accounted meritorious.

Renaissance scientists thought fasting 
very dangerous. Following the teaching 
of the second-century physician Galen, 
they feared that careless fasting would 
upset the balance of the wet and dry 
humours of the body. Robert Burton, in 
his Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), 
declared that “anchorites, monks, and 
the rest of that superstitious rank, 
through immoderate fasting, have 
been frequently mad”.

Giving up sex was just as bad for you. 
Philippus Theophrastus Aureolus 
Bombastus von Hohenheim, the go-
ahead 16th-century alchemist and 
medic, better known as Paracelsus, was 
so convinced that a build-up of male 
seed was dangerous to health that he 
advised parents to have their sons 
quickly married off, and if that failed, 
have them castrated. 

For women, abstinence from sex 
became dubious in the eyes of male 
medical orthodoxy. Hysteria, which old 
Galen attributed somehow to the 
“wandering” of the womb, had by the 
second half of the 19th century become 
a female nervous affliction popular 
among psychiatrists. It was, they felt, 
provoked by too much sexual 
indulgence – or by abstinence. Nuns 
were particularly suspect.

Despised by science, Lent had already 
lost much of its religious support in 
Britain in the 16th century, once it 
became identified with the superstitions 
of papistry. Queen Elizabeth was in two 
minds, for she shunned the mummeries 
of the Antichrist of Rome, yet she was 
keen to preserve the fishing industry. The 
fishermen won, and Wednesday was 
added to Friday as a day to eat fish.

Extreme Protestants were consoled 
by the introduction in the Book of 
Common Prayer of a service of 

commination, or cursing, at the 
beginning of Lent. It is still there in the 
Prayer Book, authorised for use today. 
“In the Primitive Church there was a 
godly discipline, that, at the beginning 
of Lent, such persons as stood convicted 
of notorious sin were put to open 
penance, and punished in this world,” 
the clergyman says from the pulpit. 
“Until the said discipline may be 
restored again (which is much to be 
wished), it is thought good that at this 
time (in the presence of you all) should 
be read the general sentences of God’s 
cursing against impenitent sinners.”

Lenten penance looks increasingly 
alien to a modern secular world given to 
self-improvement. There’s a parallel in 
an anecdote told by the 17th-century 
letter-writer James Howell, about a 
Turkish Ambassador’s reaction to the 
Carnival in Venice and the start of Lent, 
the next day. “The Christians hath a kind 
of ash,” he reported to Constantinople, 
“which thrown upon the head doth 
presently cure madness. For I saw the 
people go up and down the streets in ugly, 
antic strange disguises, as being stark 
mad. But the next day they are suddenly 
cured of that madness by a sort of ashes 
which they cast upon their heads.”

There seems to me something odd 
about Western culture today which 
makes carnival OK, but fasting 
unacceptable. We Westerners do go 
without food, but that is to lose weight. 
In India, where some people can’t help 
going hungry, voluntary fasting is 
normal, yet it is regarded with suspicion 
here, lest our daughters become size 
zero models or intractable anorexics. 
Anorexia’s the new hysteria. People say 
that medieval saints like Catherine of 
Siena were anorexic, but I’m not so sure. 
Certainly Catherine didn’t want to marry, 
and (like poor Britney) cut off her hair, to 
repel suitors. She was also said to have 
gone eight years without eating. But she 
meanwhile shuttled between Rome and 
Florence and told popes what to do, so 
fasting didn’t seem to sap her energies.

The traditional Christian Lent 
attempts three practices: prayer, 
almsgiving and fasting. St Augustine, in 
the fourth century, said: “It is an 
impostor who abstains from meat, 
which the Lord has created, and yet 
grows fat with the fatness of sins.” Still, 
if you can’t be bothered to abstain from 
cigarettes, or drink, is it likely you will 
give up sins such as gossip or being 
angry or envious? So it looks as if I’ll 
have to give up sweeties after all.A
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IAIN GRAY
As soon as I decided 

to give up alcohol, I 

wondered what I had 

done. I’m going to a 

wedding in a week’s 

time. No champagne 

with the toast, no 

shots of Dutch 

courage with the 

groom? And what 

about my birthday or 

a poker evening 

without Jack Daniel’s? 

How long can I last? 

My stubborn streak 

might help for a while, 

but I fear sooner or 

later, just like Britney 

Spears, I’ll crack.

LESLEY 
THOMAS
I’m not addicted to 

make-up, but our 

relationship is pretty 

intense. Even if I only 

have 30 seconds for 

one layer of mascara 

— my one, non-

negotiable bit of slap 

— it’s a precious half 

a minute for myself. 

Of course I’m not 

looking forward to 

everyone asking me 

if I’m ill when they 

see my bare face and 

I’ll mind socialising 

without slap but 

going to the office 

without it will be 

more dreadful. It’s 

called war paint for a 

reason, you know.

JONATHAN 
ISABY
Only now have I 

realised how painful 

giving up chocolate is 

going to be. It’s not 

just the rows of bars 

at supermarket 

checkouts. There are 

the little treats in the 

Thornton’s kiosk at 

Victoria station 

which I walk past 

every day. There’s 

frothy mocha coffee 

with marshmallows. 

And then there are 

my mother’s 

profiteroles. My only 

hope is that 

accepting this 

challenge in public 

will harden my 

resolve.

CHLOE RHODES
It is with great regret 

that I announce my 

decision to give up 

television. We go back 

a long way, telly and 

me. The love affair 

began with Bagpuss.  

I’ve got all the digital 

channels and can sit 

down in front of the 

box and get up to find 

that four hours have 

passed. I watch 

Antiques Road Show 
on a Sunday just as 

religiously as most 

observers of Lent go 

to church. Michael 

Aspel, I’ll miss you.

SAM 
LEITH
I have no sense of 

smell, no appetite, 

no sex drive, a 

laundry basket full 

of stinky cardigans, 

a cat that hates me, 

a mother who 

imagines I’m going 

to die of cancer, 

a sofa whose 

armrests are grey 

with ash, a 

computer keyboard 

that looks like a 

souvenir from 

Pompeii, and teeth 

the colour of 

antique ivory. So, in 

the name of a God I 

hate, I’m going to 

fail to give up 

smoking this Lent.

BECKY PUGH
I’ve agreed for my 

sins to give up 

buying anything 

unnecessary: no 

Starbucks lattes, 

Clarins cleanser, 

magazines and 

chocolate bars. No 

bath oil, no taxis 

when the Tube will 

do. I suppose I might 

feel pure at the end 

of it. More likely, I’ll 

hit the shops, bars, 

theatres, restaurants, 

cinemas and beauty 

parlours like a 

deranged convert to 

the high life. 

LIVING 
WITHOUT

ANDREW 
PIERCE
Dinner with Ann 

Widdecombe. The 

saintly one goes on 

a strict non-alcoholic 

diet of fizzy water. 

While it’s good for 

the liver and soul to 

forsake our bottle of 

Sancerre, it makes 

for less mischievous 

conversation. And 

where would I be 

without mischief?

BRYONY 
GORDON
I’d like to say that I 

am giving up alcohol, 

or kissing unsuitable 

men, but then I’d 

have nothing to 

write about, so I will 

have to suspend my 

financially crippling 

taxi habit instead. 

Night buses it is.

JEFF RANDALL
Fried breakfasts, 

cheese, peanuts 

and beer. My winter 

suits are becoming 

a squeeze, which 

means I have no hope 

of getting into my 

summer collection 

unless I lose weight. 

But I will exempt 

myself on breakfasts 

and Guinness during 

the Cheltenham 

National Hunt. 

ANDREW 
O’HAGAN
I’m giving up 

restaurants and 

all that enforced 

socialising. Packed 

lunches are the 

future, for 40 days 

anyhow, by which 

time the scent of 

Branston Pickle 

might have forced 

me into the arms of 

Gordon Ramsay.

FOLLOW SIX TELEGRAPH WRITERS THROUGH LENT

Celebrate before abstaining: the Lundi Gras, or Fat Monday, festival in New Orleans
Join our writers in three weeks’ time for an abstinence update
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