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            Introduction

         
 
         If you are standing up while reading this, you might want to take a  seat because I have some rather shocking news: this book is not  about me! The stars of this handsome volume are the people who have  written to me asking for advice over the last four years. If you’re not a  reader of the Daily Telegraph on a Saturday then perhaps I should  explain that the problems revealed here are universal: they involve  love, betrayal and social embarrassment. They do, however, feature  some words and phrases rather more than one might expect. Only a  posh estate agent has seen the words ‘Aga’, ‘Cotswolds’ and ‘Waitrose’  as often as I have while I’ve been reading these cries for help. Don’t be  fooled, though. Just because you’ll find no mention of ASBOs, Lidl or  the etiquette of prison visits, it doesn’t mean these people feel no pain.  These are genuine dilemmas written from the heart – with only the  occasional correspondent who just needs reminding of what a very  charmed life they lead.
         
 
         Now on to the part that does concern me – the replies. When I went  back over the columns, I was shocked to find how very certain I seem.  I can assure you, this certainty is something I only manage to drum up  once every two weeks for a couple of hours as I tackle readers’  problems. In my own life, I am as paralysed by doubt and insecurities  as everyone else is.
 
         The other thing that struck me was that, while I can dish it out, I don’t appear to be able to take it. It seems that there is no reader’s problem I can’t solve – yet it’s not a reader who isn’t coping so well with being nearly 50, living alone, who has an unhealthy obsession with his two very badly behaved dogs and who consumes a vast amount of white wine. That would be me. If that’s your problem, then don’t ask Graham!
         
 
         So what is this book for? Well, I hope it might make you smile a little, perhaps shed a tiny light on whatever issues you might have and, if nothing else, make you feel better about your own life. Remember the old adage – a problem shared is gossip!
 
         
             

         
 
         Graham Norton
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Ask Graham
            

         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I am worried that I am falling for my secretary. We work for a large law firm and often have to stay late. There has always been an undeniable chemistry between us. Last night, we got carried away and kissed, and it was as sensational as I had imagined. 
            
 
            None of this would be a problem if I wasn’t married. My colleagues would be suspicious if I sacked my secretary, as she is a brilliant worker. And there is no way I am going to leave my job because I have a promising future with the firm. 
            
 
            So how do we co-exist in such close proximity, knowing how we feel for each other? And what do I do about my marriage?  
            
 
            Henry W, Battersea
            

         
 
         Dear Henry,
 
         At first I felt very sorry for you. The situation you find yourself in isn’t entirely your fault and it’s very hard to know how to resolve it. However, when I re-read your letter, it struck me that all your concerns seem to relate to your job. It is only as you are signing off that you give your marriage a thought.
 
         You are so focused on your career, I’m amazed that any awkward emotions managed to fight their way to the surface. In your strange corporate world, a passionate embrace becomes a misdemeanour. It seems you would have no problem with sacking this woman – it’s only the worry about what others might think that prevents you. Are you guilty, confused, excited or merely inconvenienced?
 
         Your one saving grace is that you aren’t launching into an affair. This hints at some sort of decent human being.
 
         Find out how your secretary is feeling. Explain that you want to protect your marriage. Perhaps you could help her find a new job? Colleagues will be less suspicious if she leaves of her own accord. If she is insistent she stays, or it becomes clear that her feelings are very strong, then you may have to confide in someone more senior at the firm and perhaps she could be moved.
 
         Yes, people will talk, but better that they do it about something that didn’t happen than wait until things go further. As for your marriage, maybe your new secretary could carve some time out of your diary for you to spend with your wife. All work and no play makes Henry a cheating bastard.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I have a wonderful boyfriend I love very much, but he suffers from being too nice. A divorced colleague at his new job (she’s 40, he’s 26) recently asked him if he would like to accompany her and her 12-year-old son to a golfing range. Being the nice guy he is, he said yes. 
            
 
            He tells me he has no intention of going and felt that he couldn’t say no, but I am furious that (a) he doesn’t realise she probably sees this as a date and (b) he would rather hurt my feelings than those of a relative stranger. 
            
 
            Am I overreacting? 
            
 
            Abby L, Lincolnshire
            

         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               Your boyfriend is weak and you shouldn’t dress it up because you love him.
               

            

         
 
         Dear Abby,
         
 
         It isn’t so much that you are overreacting, it’s more a case of having the wrong reaction. How has your boyfriend hurt your feelings? Was this the dream date you’ve always wanted to go on? Are you jealous that the 40-year-old divorcée didn’t ask you out?
 
         Whatever the colleague thinks, this is clearly not a date, so what on earth has it got to do with you? Consider for a moment that your boyfriend mentioned in the office that he liked golf. This woman thought how nice it would be for her son to have a game with a man because he doesn’t get to see his dad so much any more. Now who’s the monstrous cow?
 
         What you should be upset about is that your boyfriend, whom you describe as ‘too nice’, is now saying he has no intention of going. Define ‘too’ nice. Backing out of plans with a friend is one thing, but when those plans involve a child I don’t think the word ‘nice’ needs to be bandied about too much. Your boyfriend is weak and you shouldn’t dress it up because you love him.
 
         Force him to go on this non-date. A day involving a recently divorced woman, a child and golf must come pretty close to a working definition of hell. Maybe next time he’ll grow a backbone, say no to unwelcome invitations and tell whining girlfriends who think the world revolves around them to shut up.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Can you give me some tips on flirting? I have recently become attracted to a man at work and would like to make him aware of the fact, but in a subtle way. I have never had a boyfriend (I am 26), but now I’ve met this lovely man I want to wow him with my latent animal magnetism. I tried flicking my hair once, but it got caught on his suit button and we became a bit tangled – leaving me beetroot-faced and him a little scared. Is there any advice you can give me? 
            
 
            Penny L, London 
            

         
 
         Dear Penny,
 
         You are attempting to flirt with a man, so subtlety is not a quality you need. Wear lower tops and laugh at his jokes. My work here is done.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I have a wonderful, clever, handsome husband who is also kind, affectionate and supportive. The only problem is that he has very little interest in sex. It is always me who instigates things, and most of the time he makes excuses. I have tried all the usual tricks – plunging necklines, high heels, expensive lingerie – to no avail. Despite the fact that we are both fit, healthy and in our early thirties, we have sex only about once a month (if I’m lucky). 
            
 
            My friends assure me that I’m attractive, but I struggle daily with my rising feelings of panic, misery and self-doubt. I’ve tried talking to him about the problem, but he gets cross and tells me I’m inventing difficulties that aren’t there. He is so persuasive that sometimes I almost think that the problem is not his lack of ardour, but my high expectations. 
            
 
            Should I resign myself to sexual frustration, but feel thankful for all the other lovely things he brings? Or am I on a rollercoaster to self-delusion and heartbreak? 
            
 
            Minna R, London 
            

         
 
         Dear Minna,
 
         Aren’t relationships rubbish? They are never exactly the way we want them to be, and there must be many people reading your ‘problem’ who are dreaming of the day they can go to bed without the dread of grubby paws inching across a well-washed duvet.
 
         Your description of your husband is so gushing and uncritical that it sounds to me as if you have been trying for some time to convince yourself that the situation isn’t as dire as it actually is. He’s a man in his thirties – something must be wrong. I wonder: was the sex ever that good? If it was, maybe you could try talking about specific times and attempt to remember how you were both feeling at that time.
 
         At the risk of sounding like the scatological professor on You Are What You Eat, there could be clues in his diet. Is he eating lots of heavy red meat and drinking quite a bit? I’ve noticed that when I’m hungry, I’m really hungry, if you get my drift. My friend Stephan swears by raw ginger.
         
 
         The trouble with working on your sexual relations is that it sounds as if it will only make matters worse for your husband. Maybe you should wait until you are on holiday, without your normal day-to-day stresses and see where an application of sun-tan oil might lead.
         
 
         I have to admit, though, that at the end of the day a rather large, lazy part of me wants to suggest that you simply focus on what is working in the relationship and invest in battery-powered bliss. But be strong – we mustn’t give in too easily.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            A friend has recently snaffled an eligible young man. While I am happy for her, I am curious as to how the relationship is developing. When it comes to talking about men, however, she is a closed book, and will only reveal information under pain of death or buckets of wine. I feel it is my right to know the gory details as I introduced them. But short of giving her liver failure, I don’t know how to go about it. 
            
 
            Should I employ a private detective, or stalk them myself? I can’t understand her reticence. I happily divulge everything to my friends. 
            
 
            Jemima V, Primrose Hill 
            

         
 
         
            “I would suggest that you are nuts. A loon. A Sense and Sensibility short of a complete set of Jane Austen novels.”
            

         
 
         Dear Jemima,
 
         I’m not a trained counsellor – so I’m not sure if I’m using the correct vocabulary – but, as an interested amateur, I would suggest that you are nuts. A loon. A Sense and Sensibility short of a complete set of Jane Austen novels. Please re-read your letter. Do you understand how creepy it sounds? Why do your friends owe you graphic descriptions of their love lives just because you don’t have one? The shock is that your friends are still speaking to you at all. Jemima, get a life! Your own!
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            A few months ago I met an amazing Californian at a dinner party. Things took off quickly and he now wants me to move to San Francisco. But the thought of giving up my job and being so far away from my family and friends is awful. San Fran isn’t New York – it’s much further away – and I’m scared I’ll be lonely there. 
            
 
            My boyfriend doesn’t want to live in England and is tied to San Francisco, where he works as an attorney. He’s a typical bloke: work-oriented, independent and lazy about keeping up with friends. His parents live in Florida and he doesn’t get on with his sisters, so I know I won’t have much of a support network. 
            
 
            I am 35 and was single for years before I met him. I don’t want to lose him, but the thought of moving lock, stock and barrel to the US terrifies me. 
            
 
            What should I do? 
            
 
            Nadine T, London 
            
 
            PS My mother, by the way, thinks he should ask me to marry him first. 
            

         
 
         
            “Transatlantic relationships always seem to end when the Atlantic is removed.”
            

         
 
         Dear Nadine,
 
         Being single for years does something to the mind and heart. I imagine that any man showing you, at 35, the least bit of affection would provoke a feeling not dissimilar to what the passengers on the Titanic felt as they rushed for the last lifeboat.
         
 
         You need to calm down and ignore the huge looming iceberg of singledom. The issue of San Francisco being further away than New York shouldn’t really be what you are focusing on. He doesn’t get on with his family? So what? You only met this man a few months ago. If he lived on the other side of London, would you be moving in with him?
 
         If you can truthfully answer ‘yes’ to that question, then I would encourage you to follow your heart and buy into a new life – now with added adventure! If you have any doubts, even the smallest degree of unease – and I’m sensing you do – then you must wait and see what happens to your long-distance love affair.
         
 
         I’ve had transatlantic relationships and they always seem to end when the Atlantic is removed. There was an article in Cosmopolitan once called something like ‘Living apart to stay together – how distance can bring you closer.’
         
 
         Enjoy what you have and ignore your mother. Doesn’t she know that you should never marry an attorney?
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I am a 35-year-old single man, born and brought up in Birmingham. Both my parents emigrated from Goa in the 1960s, and ours is a very close and loving family. My three sisters are happily married to British Indians, whom they met through the wider Indian community here (their marriages were not, strictly speaking, ‘arranged’). My parents, who are Catholic, are desperate for me to get married, and my mother is furious at my repeated refusals to follow up on all the lovely girls she regularly introduces me to. My unenthusiastic response to her latest candidate, a pretty and charming eye doctor, has particularly incensed her as she has glaucoma. The problem is: I am gay. 
            
 
            Rajiv, Birmingham 
            

         
 
         Dear Rajiv,
 
         What a long and detailed letter for a dilemma that is very simple indeed. You claim that the problem is that you are gay. No it isn’t. The problem is that your parents don’t know that you’re gay. Your choices are very clear. If you want the nagging to stop, you have to tell your mother that no woman will ever be good enough, or face the prospect of walking down the aisle with one of them. Coming out is never easy, no matter what culture you have grown up in, but you are 35 years old and live in an urban area. Everyone deserves to live with the truth: your parents, the poor women being paraded in front of you and, most of all, yourself. Good luck.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My girlfriend is about to move in with me and, although I love her, the prospect fills me with dread. Living alone in my bachelor pad (plasma TV, huge squashy sofas, state-of-the-art CD player), I have become quite stuck in my ways. I know how hard it is going to be for me to adjust to having a woman around. 
            
 
            I am very particular about mess, and she has already started leaving her clothes everywhere – not to mention leaving the top off the toothpaste – when she stays over. To cap it all, she now calls me ‘darling’ in front of my friends. How do I go about mentally adjusting myself to this next big step? 
            
 
            Mark P, Bath 
            

         
 
         
            “Be a man, Mark. We all like to have things our own way, but videos in alphabetical order won’t kiss you goodnight and make a pot of fresh coffee on a Sunday morning.”
            

         
 
         Dear Mark,
 
         Please read your letter again. Could you sound any more gay? A woman you claim to love is going to be snuggling up with you on your huge squashy sofa watching your plasma TV and looking into your eyes as Coldplay dribbles out of your CD player – that should be a good thing.
 
         What isn’t good is that you are taking this step with someone that you can’t even discuss your toothpaste etiquette with.
 
         Don’t seethe in silence. No relationship will ever be exactly the way you want it, so the best way forward is to broker a deal. She will put the top back on the toothpaste, but you’ll let her dump her clothes on the floor as long as she clears them up before she goes to work.
 
         Tell her about your aversion to the word ‘darling’, and maybe, while you are at it, tell her you have started to use the word ‘dread’. You owe it to your girlfriend, and your relationship, to let her know all your reservations before you make this big step.
 
         On the plus side, presumably you will both be better off, so why not keep a track of those savings and use them for fun things you can do together outside the house – nice dinners, or even weekend breaks or holidays?
 
         Be a man, Mark. We all like to have things our own way, but videos in alphabetical order won’t kiss you goodnight and make a pot of fresh coffee on a Sunday morning.
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Despite being happily married with two small children and living in the countryside, I have an insatiable urge to maintain the party lifestyle I led in my London days. My husband’s urge, on the other hand, is to stay at home and watch Newsnight with a cup of cocoa. This leads to me hotfooting it on the train to Paddington – large G and T in hand – sans cocoa-lover, to paint the town red. While I have a fantastic time, I would, of course, prefer him to come with me. How do I resolve the situation? 
            
 
            Louisa T, Wiltshire 
            

         
 
         Dear Louisa,
 
         Life, it seems to me, is about choices. You chose to get married, move to the country and have two children. While this doesn’t necessarily preclude the odd trip up to the Big Smoke, it does mean that a weekly whirl of dinner parties and charity galas is no longer a realistic part of the equation. You can’t have your cake and eat it because you ordered a thick slice of organic wholemeal bread.
 
         You say you’d prefer your husband to come with you, but surely what you are really saying is that you’d like to be married to a man who enjoys parties. If your husband did accompany you on one of your London nights, you’d both have a miserable time.
 
         Maybe you should accept that your life is different now, and moving on in different and fulfilling directions. Do you really envy your London friends and their party train to nowhere? Why not throw a party at home? Start living where your life is. You have so much to cherish – are you really going to choose a mirror ball and the queue for the coat check over a loving family?
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            When I was about 13, some friends and I raided my mother’s wardrobe and fooled about putting on her clothes and make-up. To the others it was just a bit of fun, but over the years I found myself sneaking off on my own to try on my mother’s and sister’s clothes. Now 27, I work as a trader for a City bank, in a notoriously alpha-male environment. I have a girlfriend, who I met about three months ago, and on the surface life is good. The problem is that I cannot stop my secret cross-dressing habit. When I am at home on my own, I dig out my frocks, slap on make-up and dance around the sitting room to Gloria Gaynor. 
            
 
            My friends, colleagues and girlfriend have no idea. To them, I am a sports-mad man-about-town. But inside I am in turmoil. I want to be able to wear skirts and make-up in public and stop harbouring this guilty burden. I know I am not gay, I just want to be myself. 
            
 
            Mark F, Hoxton 
            

         
 
         Dear Mark,
 
         Enjoy your secret! If it was truly acceptable, if you could casually wander into the pub wearing polka-dot pedal-pushers (very now, by the way), would you bother? Or would you just throw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt? Remember Eddie Izzard? As soon as people stopped making a fuss of the fact that he wore women’s clothes, he stopped doing it.
 
         At some point, it might be good to tell your girlfriend about your secret. Three months into the relationship might be too soon, but certainly the woman needs to know before you get married or move in together, otherwise she’ll think she’s going mad when all her clothes seem to be stretched. Meanwhile, there is nothing better than a forbidden pleasure so revel in it.
 
         PS: if you don’t want people to think you are gay, them catching you in an off-the-shoulder peasant dress isn’t a worry, but if anyone finds you dancing to Gloria Gaynor, I suggest you leave the country.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I noticed a strange thing the other day among my late 30-something peer group. Many of the people I know who have made a success of their lives seem to have had enormous quantities of psychotherapy. When they were going through it, I felt rather sorry for them – they left their jobs, remortgaged their homes and cut rather lonely, pitiful figures. 
            
 
            But now I realise that they were taking valuable time out to reassess things. They weren’t pitiful at all; in fact, they were braver and more imaginative. When they changed direction, the results were often dramatic, whereas I feel as if I’ve been blindly rushing in the same direction all my life, with no plan. 
            
 
            Should I arrange to see a psychotherapist, even though I’m not sure what my problem is exactly, other than being less successful than most of my friends? 
            
 
            Patrick W, west London 
            

         
 
         Dear Patrick,
 
         What’s wrong with you? Nothing. What’s your problem? Oh, you don’t have one.
 
         Seriously, Patrick, look at your life again. Why aren’t you content? Some friends have been more successful than you. As we reach our late thirties, those sorts of disparities are bound to occur, with or without the help of therapy, and you must learn to live with the financial good fortune of your friends or get new friends or a better job. Those are the options.
 
         I would never tell someone not to get therapy – I’m sure it can help all of us in some way – but, if you are worried about money, I can’t see that shelling out cash on a shrink is a brilliant plan.
 
         Surely there is a way to work through your jealousy. Instead of thinking, ‘I don’t have a swimming pool and John does,’ think, ‘Hurrah, my friend John has a pool so I can go and use it.’
 
         Your friends must have ended up in pretty dark places in their lives to go through the dramatic changes they did. Be grateful that you have never reached the lows that drove them into therapy.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            This weekend I discovered my husband of 23 years has been talking to a woman on the telephone for three years. He met her through work and claims it is a platonic relationship. When I confronted him about it, he said that they never actually meet up, all they do is chat on the phone. 
            
 
            I have checked our telephone statements and they have certainly done a huge amount of chatting. When I asked my husband why he hadn’t told me about his special ‘friend’, he said that there was no point telling me because I would react in a jealous way. I am devastated because we have been together since we were teenagers and I thought we had a good relationship. My husband insists I am overreacting. 
            
 
            Should I forgive and forget? 
            
 
            LL, Suffolk 
            

         
 
         Dear L,
 
         This is a tricky one but I’m glad you’ve written to me because the worst thing you could do is to react in the heat of the moment. I can only imagine how you felt when you discovered these calls, but let’s examine the evidence. Your husband is not pretending that he has been talking to this woman about work or that she shares the number with one of his male friends. Either he was too stupid to think of these easy excuses or he’s telling you the truth.
 
         If I were you, I would ask him what he is talking to her about that he can’t discuss with you. And why, in three years, have they not started to meet? If your husband is being honest, then you have nothing to worry about, but I suspect he is blurring the truth a bit. It’s hard to think that these conversations haven’t veered into the sexual arena.
 
         If they are just friends, why don’t you ask her to come over to dinner and see how they both react? Whoever this woman is and whatever she is getting out of this odd arrangement, I think you should try to weather the storm. You’ve been with your husband for 23 years and he doesn’t want to let you go. Don’t hang up on him.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m a healthy male in my thirties from a strait-laced, Presbyterian background (my father is a clergyman). I recently ‘came out’ and am struggling to adapt to the casual, no-strings culture of the gay scene. The problem is that I tend to get heavy and serious too quickly and this puts a lot of men off. Although I have no problem getting dates, I never seem to be able to hang on to them, and this leaves me feeling used and despondent. I have many (mainly heterosexual) friends, but I long to have a proper partner for doing couply things like walking the dog and going to Ikea. Do I give off the wrong signals? 
            
 
            Luke D, Kent
            

         
 
         
            “Dogs and DIY are where relationships end up, not where they start.”
            

         
 
         Dear Luke,
 
         You have to run before you can walk. Dogs and DIY are where relationships end up, not where they start. For now, you’re trapped on the dance floor working your way through a lot of frogs. It may take time to find your prince, but, if the worst that happens is a deal of casual sex before you and Rover tackle the flatpack coffee table, how bad is that?
 
         Sex without love may not be ideal, but it is still sex. You might be doing it slightly later in life than most, but enjoy your own personal coming-out party. As I said to an earlier correspondent, you had better enjoy life with yourself before you can enjoy it with someone else.
 
         Don’t worry: one day you’ll have your wedding list at Ikea and a reception with a DJ who talks too much. It might make me feel sick, but if that’s what you want…
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            About six months ago, my 75-year-old mother-in-law came to live with us, having declared that she was too frail to live on her own. My Italian husband would not hear of putting her in a nursing home or employing a carer. He works long hours and expects me to be the dutiful daughter-in-law, attending to his mother’s every need. 
            
 
            In front of my husband she acts fragile, but as soon as he leaves she orders me around like a servant. I know the old battle-axe is capable of looking after herself, but she plays me off against my husband and he refuses to believe me. It has put an incredible strain on our marriage, to the extent that I am tempted to leave. Our children have all grown up so there is nothing keeping me, except that deep down I still love my husband and I am afraid of being on my own. 
            
 
            Teresa C, Twickenham 
            

         
 
         Dear Teresa,
 
         I pity you. Coming between an Italian man and his mother is only marginally less dangerous than finding yourself standing between John Prescott and a pie. In either case the advice is the same: show no fear and don’t move. Remember that, despite the appearance of Mama, it’s still your house. You are in charge, you are not a servant.
 
         Explain this to your mother-in-law, making sure that she knows either things can get better, or they can get worse. Deep down she must be aware that, as bad as things may get between you and your husband, he is hardly likely to ask you to leave.
 
         Difficult though it may be, spare a thought for the old lady, she is in a very difficult situation too and obviously isn’t coping very well with handing over authority to a younger woman. Try to give her some independence or pretend to care about her opinion. What you have in common is that you both love her son. If, however, she is as possessive and manipulative as she sounds, it may be too late for any conciliatory gestures and time for war.
 
         Perhaps you could feign an illness, so she is forced to look after herself, or your husband is forced to agree to the arrival of a carer. Another good ploy is to make your husband think that she is lying by hiding food in her room or hiding her belongings so she starts to look really gaga. It’s mean, but at least it stops you being the victim. It also sounds like this new living arrangement is having no negative effect on your husband’s life. That needs to change. Are there things he enjoys? Night outs? Golf trips? Make sure that somehow these are affected because you have to stay at home to look after his mother.
         
 
         Whatever happens, Teresa, don’t ask your husband to choose between you and his mother. Tragically, he is certain to choose her. Men are born babies and never really change.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My sister is perfect and can do no wrong. At least in the eyes of my parents. She is blonde and blue-eyed and has a glamorous career working for an investment bank in the City. Sporty and vivacious, she always has a string of men queuing up to take her out. I am her older sister, but sometimes I feel like her shadow. Referred to by my mother recently as ‘a bit of a plodder’, my career as a laboratory researcher does not make for stimulating dinner-party chat. I am constantly being told to ‘be more like Susie’, and often left out of family conversations altogether. I love my sister but I can’t help feeling inadequate next to her. 
            
 
            Rosie P, Truro
            

         
 
         Dear Rosie,
 
         This isn’t your problem. You have chosen your life and career – if it is ‘plodding’, then that is obviously a pace you are comfortable with. The people with a problem are your parents. Not to put too fine a point on it, their parenting skills are very poor indeed. Children should never feel they have to do something just to please their mum and dad. After they are long dead, you will still be living with the consequences.
 
         Try to step outside your family unit and see it objectively. She may be prettier than you, I don’t know, but don’t ever think that a career as an investment banker is ‘glamorous’. I for one would shed silent tears of boredom if I had to sit next to your sister at a dinner party. Just imagine how monumentally boring and objectionable all the people she works with must be. Pity your sister and see your parents for the inadequate people they are. Live your life for you. It’s not a competition.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            What exactly are men looking for in a woman? I am in my mid-thirties and have been single for as long as I can remember. With the exception of the odd drunken kiss, I barely seem to so much as dangle a toe in the water. I have tried speed dating, but find it shallow and contrived. Dating websites just throw up dull men who work in IT. I am beginning to despair, as all my friends are now married with children. Where am I going wrong? Everyone tells me I am attractive and fun to be with, so I don’t understand. 
            
 
            Katie P, Lincolnshire 
            

         
 
         Dear Katie,
 
         Live your life! Find happiness in the life you do have, rather than wait for the happiness that some fictional life of the future might bring. We have all come home and stared at our empty bed wondering why there is no one to share it with. But at other times we have all woken up wishing that the person whose head is on the other pillow wasn’t there.
 
         Your friends may be getting married, but look closely – how many of those relationships would you really like to be in? You turn down boring IT guys, but if you really needed someone else to validate your existence you would be reading Computer Programming for Dummies instead of writing to me.
         
 
         There have to be things you like about your single life that mean you are not willing to ‘settle’. Focus on these things. Indulge your every desire, fill your life with secret pleasures. Iron your sheets, light candles. Spend the night watching your favourite movies, snuggling up to Ben, Jerry and a spoon.
 
         Boyfriends come and go, but the only person you are sure to spend the rest of your life with is yourself, so you had better enjoy her and treat her well. You are strong: people are envious of you. A shared life might seem like the perfect one right now, but experience tells us that it ends with a single heart ripped in two.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Why is the dating game so difficult? I’m an average bloke in my early thirties, but I find it hard to read the signals. I’ve never been good at body language and the women I come across make such an effort with their appearance that it’s impossible to know if they’re trying to impress me or just being themselves. On a date, should I break the ice with a joke? Some girls laugh at my one about the two nuns in a bath and others look down their noses. 
            
 
            The biggest dilemma is money. Should I accept if a girl offers to split the bill? I’m told they hate any hint of stinginess, but how can that be when most of them protest (albeit weakly) if I insist on picking up the tab? And in this politically correct age, isn’t it better to go Dutch? 
            
 
            Will F, Bristol 
            

         
 
         
            “Feel free to be funny, but do it with stories and comments rather than punchlines that are older than Anne Robinson”
            

         
 
         Dear Will,
 
         I worry for you. Don’t you have friends? Has no one talked you through this before? Women dress for dates because they want to look good for others and feel good about themselves. Lipstick doesn’t automatically mean that a woman is a slag.
 
         Now on to jokes. Nobody wants to hear a joke – no man, no woman, never. The ones who manage to fake a laugh are just moving their heads to try to see the nearest exit. Feel free to be funny, but do it with stories and comments rather than punchlines that are older than Anne Robinson.
 
         Finally, money. Women only want to go Dutch so that they can go straight home and never see you again without feeling guilty. Will, I would despair, but the fact that women agree to go out with you at all suggests that you must have something going for you. Remember who that Will is and let women get to know him.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Can opposites really attract? As a dedicated vegan and eco-warrior, I find it abhorrent that people eat food that has caused suffering to animals. I am always finding ways to recycle and save the planet, from washing my clothes in the bath to using low-wattage light bulbs. 
            
 
            I recently met the most knee-tremblingly handsome man. We’ve enjoyed a couple of dates and when he walked me home last weekend and kissed me I saw stars. However, the awful truth is that this Adonis is a Tory-supporting bloodsports enthusiast who works for a bank and represents everything I detest. He guzzles steak, uses a tumble dryer and leaves his television on stand-by. I feel that, out of principle, I should never see him again. What would you do in my (non-leather) shoes? 
            
 
            Becky G, north London 
            

         
 
         
            “Climbing the stairs anticipating a romantic candlelit bath only to be confronted by your dungarees and pants soaking in a murky grey soup will dampen any man’s ardour.”
            

         
 
         Dear Becky,
 
         If I were you, I’d take the clothes out of the bath, get in and slit my wrists, but happily I’m not you. Your problem provokes so many questions. How did you meet your Adonis? Do the Tories know they have an Adonis in their ranks and, if so, why isn’t he the leader instead of the milky-breasted creature they have now? And the greatest mystery of all: why is a rat-haired tree-hugger like you reading the Telegraph?
         
 
         Essentially, Becky, you don’t have a problem because the ravishing right-winger will dump you very swiftly. True, taking a vegan out to dinner is fabulously cheap, but it’s hard to really enjoy your bloody hunk of lamb if the person opposite you is eating something that looks like it has already been digested. Equally, climbing the stairs anticipating a romantic candlelit bath only to be confronted by your dungarees and pants soaking in a murky grey soup will dampen any man’s ardour.
         
 
         When Mr Right-wing realises that you are Ms Wrong, perhaps you could set your sights on David Cameron – he’s been to India, you know. That’s all I have to say, Becky, so please fold this paper neatly and take it straight to recycling.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m in my early forties and the tick-tock of my biological clock has become thunderous. I’ve been with my boyfriend for a couple of years and know he is open to the idea of having kids. The problem is that I’m not in love with him any more. I’m fond of him and believe he would probably make a decent father, but the passion just isn’t there. Would it be deceitful of me to go ahead and try to have a child with him, given the ambivalence of my feelings? 
            
 
            Nancy P, Aviemore
            

         
 
         Dear Nancy,
 
         I can’t pretend to know what you’re going through. To say goodbye to the possibility of having a baby must be heartbreaking; however, if you do decide to have a baby within a loveless marriage, surely you are being supremely selfish. Once you have a child, it stops being about you and becomes about the new person you have created.
 
         I don’t think the word ‘deceitful’ quite does justice to your plan. You are asking him to give up the possibility of having a full and loving life with someone who truly values him just so that your selfish needs can be met. Your biological clock is obviously ticking so loudly that you can’t hear the voice of reason. Better that you are a bit unhappy than you make two other lives miserable.
 
         Are you willing to raise a child by yourself? Sperm isn’t hard to come by so the possibility of motherhood is still there. When I hear women of your age talking about wanting a baby, I often wonder, well, why don’t they? Sometimes I hear myself telling people that I wish I could play the piano, but, if I really, truly wanted to play, wouldn’t I have learned by now?
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I got divorced a couple of years ago and to my surprise have found it easy to meet attractive, unattached women. It seems that, thanks to a demographic blip, the pond is full to bursting with alluring female fish. What’s changed since I got married fresh out of university is that women in my age group (35+) are all very experienced and tend to have a well-honed ‘bag of tricks’. It makes everything rather intimidating and, frankly, not very romantic. Short of swinging from the chandeliers, things could hardly be more athletic. 
            
 
            It’s so difficult to talk about sex. Even outwardly confident women go rather quiet and spaniel-eyed if you say anything that could be interpreted as even vaguely critical. How do you tell a girlfriend to be herself rather than try to score Olympic golds in the bedroom without hurting her feelings? 
            
 
            Simon S, Manchester
            

         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               How do you tell a girl to be herself rather than try to score Olympic golds in the bedroom?
               

            

         
 
         Dear Simon,
         
 
         Bless you. All you want are romantic cuddles and cups of tea as the sun streams through the ivy-framed bedroom window. Or could it be that you are a selfish and lazy lover who doesn’t like to feel pressured into making an effort?
 
         I can’t believe that, after the initial erotic flag-waving, things with a girlfriend don’t settle down into a comforting pattern of passion and intimacy with no one feeling that their performance is part of a sweaty job application. Perhaps, beyond being a passive lump, you just don’t enjoy sex that much. If this is the case, then it’s unfair of you to be with women who quite frankly sound like they think Footballers’ Wives is a documentary.
         
 
         There must be ladies out there who will find it a relief that a brief spurt of the missionary position once a week will suffice. Hang around Blockbuster and any woman who checks out Cold Mountain or The Notebook will be happy to sit on a beach in winter drinking Cup-a-Soup.
         
 
         Swinging on chandeliers and abseiling off wardrobes are all very well once in a while, but a bit like Big Brother – you don’t want it every night of the week.
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            When I discovered my husband had been having an affair I was devastated. He has now ended it, but I find it very hard to forgive him. He is making a huge effort to be the wonderful man I married, but I’ve gone from feeling totally numb with shock to being resentful and angry. It’s really hard for me to keep a lid on things and I hate myself when we fight in front of the children. There are days when I just want to do something vengeful. Go to a bar and pick someone up, for example. 
            
 
            Whenever we’re in bed together, I find myself thinking about her. What did she look like? Was she more adventurous? I don’t want my marriage to end but I’d so value your advice. I’m in my mid-thirties. 
            
 
            Jessica K, Reading 
            

         
  
         
            “Stay on the moral high ground – it’s much easier to swing a baseball bat from there.”
            

         
 
         Dear Jessica,
 
         This is one of the most difficult situations to deal with in any relationship. The thing to remember is that you can’t turn the clock back and it sounds like that is what your husband is trying to do.
 
         Things will never be the same again and your marriage must somehow learn how to incorporate the hurt, the guilt and the betrayal. It sounds simplistic, but I think the only thing that truly helps is time. When a wound becomes a scar, we still know a bad thing happened, but it somehow becomes part of our personal history and not an immediate source of pain.
 
         If the two of you stay together, then, as the months slip by, you can begin to appreciate that your husband chose you over the affair. It doesn’t matter if she was more exciting or had a bosom like two Pope’s hats because he is in bed with you not her.
 
         Forgiveness can’t be given overnight and trust has to be earned but the memory of surviving this skirmish as part of your shared history may eventually make your marriage stronger. Of course, the downside, which cannot be ignored, is that maybe you married a philandering fool and would be wiser to go your separate ways.
 
         If, after several months, you still find it impossible to move on, then seek professional help. Whatever you do, fight all the urges you have to pick up a stranger in a bar. Stay on the moral high ground – it’s much easier to swing a baseball bat from there. 
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I own a romantic old farmhouse north of Perpignan. Every summer I am ambushed by friends who, for lack of other holiday plans, descend on me. It is always the same routine. They ring up, schmooze me energetically, then invite themselves. 
            
 
            None of these waifs and strays ever hires cars, all need collecting and dropping off at airports, and no one ever shows any inclination to either shop or cook. 
            
 
            I now get them to contribute to a kitty but it always seems to be empty. 
            
 
            I inevitably spend a large part of the summer feeling like an unpaid taxi service/caterer. 
            
 
            My husband blames Ryanair and easyJet and is overjoyed at the news that the no-frills airlines might be cutting back on some of their routes, even though it will, of course, affect our own travel plans. 
            
 
            I don’t mind short visits but what I dread is guests who overstay their welcome. How can I (politely) get friends to move on? 
            
 
            Charlotte N, Perpignan/Kent 
            

         
 
         Dear Charlotte,
 
         This isn’t rocket science. Toughen up and tell a few lies.
 
         It’s great that you have friends who want to come and stay, but you need to limit their options. Tell people that you have other guests arriving soon and that you only have room for three days. Ask them if they are renting a car or if they would like the number of a cab company. Don’t offer to drive unless you don’t mind.
 
         Because this sort of selfish behaviour is so simple to shut down, I wonder whether, over the years, there hasn’t been a small part of you that has enjoyed playing the victim. Obviously, the thrill has now worn off and it’s time to get tough.
 
         What’s the worst that will happen? They won’t come. End of story.
 
         In the future, think very carefully before you send postcards bearing the legend ‘wish you were here’.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            How do you break the news to a girl that you don’t fancy her? I keep getting invited to dinners and parties by a girl I met on holiday, but, although I like her, I’m not interested in her romantically. We’ve been out a couple of times, but they haven’t been ‘dates’ as far as I’m concerned, just casual evenings at the cinema with a quick pint afterwards. It only dawned on me that she might be keen when a male friend pointed it out. Now I realise that she does hang on my every word and seems to be a bit overdressed and over-attentive when I see her. 
            
 
            How do I go about letting her down gently? 
            
 
            Luke S, Cornwall 
            

         
 
         Dear Luke,
 
         You don’t because you can’t. No one likes to be told they aren’t attractive. If Ann Widdecombe told George Clooney she wasn’t interested, he might not burst into tears but he’d still feel a little less fabulous.
 
         You seem like a nice – if slightly dopey – guy, so accept that she will be hurt but construct a situation where she can hold on to her dignity. If she is just a friend, then treat her like a friend. Ask her if she has met any guys lately or comment on how some other woman is your type. Be clear that you think of other women in a sexual way, but not her. Eggy, I know, but she will get the message and should be able to hold it together until she gets home and sobs in front of one of those late-night ITV quizzes where she is sure that the missing word after door is knob.
 
         Whatever happens, don’t acknowledge her feelings for you and you might manage to be friends, rather than someone you bump into and then act like you owe them money. Do all of this quickly because any minute now she might crack and confess her feelings to you. Then you’ll sleep with her so as not to hurt her feelings.
 
         She’ll never hear from you again, become distraught then angry, shave her head and become a nun or a lesbian, or a lesbian nun. Be very careful.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My boyfriend has suddenly announced – completely out of the blue – that he’s planning to cross the Andes on horseback over Christmas, before travelling up to the Atacama desert for New Year. He is taking three university friends with him. When I told him how upset I was, he said he’d been planning it for over a year (we’ve been going out for eight months) and it wasn’t ‘a girlfriendy sort of holiday’ as no couples are going. 
            
 
            Two of his friends are female and unattached. While I trust him completely, I do mind that he’s going off without me and never thought to discuss it with me first. I am now facing a bleak family Christmas in the Brecon Beacons, where I’ll probably be the only single person for miles. 
            
 
            Whenever I bring up the subject (I try not to sound bitter), he accuses me of being ‘possessive’ and ‘unreasonable’. Am I? 
            
 
            Gillian C, Lincs 
            

         
 
         Dear Gillian,
 
         I feel as if you’ve missed what is really going on here. You’re so fixated on how much better Christmas in the Atacama desert will be compared to Wales that you have failed to notice that your boyfriend is essentially dumping you.
 
         Grab some Kleenex and let me explain. He started planning this trip a year ago. He started dating you eight months ago and failed to mention his plans. It doesn’t take a genius to work out that he never imagined that he would still be dating you by the time the trip took place.
 
         For some reason, he simply hasn’t got around to splitting up with you, presumably because he was so busy planning a special holiday without you.
 
         Given that you are this upset about not being included in his travel plans, I’m guessing he is simply avoiding the screaming hysteria that will follow the old heave-ho.
 
         Sorry to be the bearer of such bad news, but, on the plus side, you have just got rid of a man who thinks it’ll be fun spending New Year’s Eve in the middle of a desert with some dreary people he went to university with.
 
         Gillian, you can do better. Frankly, you could only do better.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I am being pursued by a man I don’t fancy at all and never will. He bombards me with dinner invitations, sends me flirtatious texts and appears to be too thick-skinned to read my negative signals. 
            
 
            The first time I met him (at a family christening), I made the fatal mistake of agreeing to go out for dinner with him. We were supposed to meet in a restaurant but, at the last minute, he changed the venue to his house, saying he felt like cooking. The evening was a nightmare: he made lecherous overtures and I couldn’t get away soon enough. The problem is that he’s the older brother of my sister-in-law. 
            
 
            Any ideas on how to send him packing while preserving family harmony? 
            
 
            Ella C, Norfolk
            

         
 
         
            “Like Jude Law’s career, he will soon fade away.”
            

         
 
         Dear Ella,
 
         Rest assured, you have done nothing wrong – apart from live in Norfolk, but let’s not go down that road. The normal escape route from your situation, telling him that you are dating someone else, won’t work here. Your lies will be found out because of the family connection.
 
         Your brother may not want to find out that he is married to the sister of a man with all the charm and personality of wet wool, but he should be your first port of call. Explain the situation to him or, if you are close to your sister-in-law, describe your predicament to her. Don’t be too harsh on the brother. Explain that you are flattered, of course, but that you are not in the right mindset at the moment – anything that doesn’t make him sound like a man who steals panties from washing lines.
 
         Be prepared for the reaction when his sister or brother-in-law has a quiet word with him. He will feel humiliated and will doubtless lash out and try to blame you. Don’t overreact. Like Jude Law’s career, he will soon fade away. You may never be great friends with this man, but do you really care?
 
         Please learn an important lesson from this experience: don’t accept dates at funerals, weddings or christenings. If someone finds you attractive in a hat, there is something wrong with them.
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Having spent an enormous amount of money buying a new house, I have discovered that I appear to be living opposite a bordello. 
            
 
            On most evenings red fairy lights festoon the upper floors, taxis pull up and a succession of businessmen troop out, looking distinctly shifty. 
            
 
            I feel strongly that it lowers the tone of the neighbourhood. And as a man in his mid-forties, with neither a girlfriend nor a wife, I fear that in some way I might be implicated. How liberal should one be? I don’t want to deprive the girls of their livelihood but, having lived most of my life in Godalming, I’m not used to this sort of thing. 
            
 
            Guy U, west London
            

         
 
         Dear Guy,
 
         Pull your curtains and get on with your life. Obsessing about every car that slows down will drive you insane.
 
         I’m fairly sure your neighbours won’t think you bought your house for the local amenities. I live next door to a pub but people accept that isn’t the sole reason I purchased the house.
 
         Have you discussed your fears with others on the street? Perhaps there’s some other explanation – the house is populated by beauty therapists specialising in heavy-duty waxing? They run doggy day care? If you’d all like it shut down, presumably you can make that happen. People aren’t allowed to just start running a business in a residential property.
 
         Nothing unites a community quite like the disapproval of a neighbour. You’ll probably make lots of friends and, before you know it, you’ll be posting leaflets through doors demanding an end to the tyranny of wheelie bins.
 
         One final tip – be very careful what Christmas decorations you put up. Use the wrong coloured lights and you may run out of mulled wine faster than you expect.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham 
            
 
            I grew up on a farm on the west coast of Ireland and have just moved to London. My flatmates, whom I met through a website, are frighteningly trendy and party every night. My job in customer care is soul-destroying because people are always rude to me and I often come home in tears. I find the city scary, especially at night, and I am constantly getting lost. 
            
 
            Although I’m lonely and desperately homesick, I am loath to admit this to my parents and friends back home for fear of sounding pathetic, so I pretend that everything is OK and that I am forging a successful career in the bright lights. How can I learn to love London as all Londoners seem to? I don’t want to return home a failure. 
            
 
            Niamh D, Ealing
            

         
 
         Dear Niamh,
 
         Hang on. Don’t leave London defeated or it will haunt you for the rest of your life. You haven’t been living in the capital long and it does take a while to crack. The trick is to find the London that’s right for you. The place is so huge that when one first arrives it is easy to get sucked into a world of nightclubs, guest lists and designer shops, or at least start to believe such things are all-important.
 
         In this respect I imagine your trendy flatmates are only making matters worse. Not enjoying those things doesn’t mean you don’t like London. There is a group or organisation for every taste and every interest. Even if it is as simple as wanting to meet others who are from rural Ireland, you’ll find them in London if you look hard enough.
 
         Go on walking tours, sit on that open-top bus, get to know the capital. Don’t sneak glances at it from behind corners, embrace it.
 
         Also try to remember why you wanted to leave where you grew up. Could it be that because you are feeling low you now see home through emerald-coloured glasses? The cows aren’t going anywhere; if you want to run home and roll in manure you can. But what’s the rush? In the end you have to give London time – there are no shortcuts. But when you eventually get to the heart of this amazing city you’ll be so glad you did.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I am a single woman and recently ‘met’ a charming, funny man through an online dating chatroom. We get on really well, spend hours chatting and never run out of things to say. Romance has blossomed fast; we are always ‘HH’ (chat-room terminology for ‘holding hands’) and signing off ‘KOTL’ (‘kiss on the lips’). He described himself as 27, tall, dark and mysterious-looking. I described myself as a 24-year-old blonde, size 8, with a successful job. In reality, I am 30, size 16, have frizzy hair and work for a charity. He is keen for us to meet, but I am terrified he will be disappointed. What shall I do? Is it too late for a cosmetic and lifestyle overhaul? 
            
 
            Helen T, Hackney 
            

         
 
         Dear Helen,
 
         You say you are terrified that this man might be disappointed. Trust me, he will be. You may work for a charity, but he doesn’t. Why would he continue to be attracted to a woman who, far more importantly than being frizzy-haired instead of blonde, is a big fat liar? Imagine how you would feel if he had told similar lies to you.
 
         I’m guessing he has been involved in the world of computer-dating for a bit longer than you. The way he describes himself sounds great at first glance, but what has he actually told you? That description could cover anyone from Antonio Banderas to Osama Bin Laden. I don’t mean to be cynical but ‘mysterious-looking’ suggests that you can’t figure out if that’s his ear or his nose.
 
         Take courage from this, and tell him before you meet what you really look like. Don’t admit that you lied, but simply say that you should describe yourself in more detail, and then paint a slightly truer portrait. At the same time, you might push him a little about what he really looks like.
 
         You have been a very stupid woman, but it may not be too late. Good luck.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Among my circle of rather groomed 40-something girlfriends, I’m the only woman who hasn’t had Botox. As a result all my pals have brows as smooth as Bernini sculptures, while I look my age (43). Perhaps it’s an age thing, or perhaps I really am worn out, but people keep telling me how tired I look. None of my old tricks (Chanel lipstick, regular eyebrow shapes, blingy earrings) seem to work any more. 
            
 
            I’m not keen to go down the Botox route – quite apart from anything else, it costs a bomb – but it’s hard being the only woman I know who can actually move her facial muscles. Should I learn to love my wrinkles? Or should I get real: if I don’t blitz those frown lines pronto am I likely to end up jobless, manless and possibly even homeless? 
            
 
            Sally X, Worthing
            

         
 
         Dear Sally,
 
         Time is not our friend. There are no loyalty points in life. Let’s not fool ourselves – age brings nothing but humiliation. But your friends who are walking around looking like surprised burn victims don’t look any better than you, merely differently old. They have spent hundreds of pounds to humiliate themselves.
 
         My advice is not to pick a fight you know you can’t win. Having said all that, it does sound like you look really awful. Are you truly tired? If the answer is ‘yes’, then get some rest. If the answer is ‘no’, then wear sunglasses as much as possible and ask your friends if they’ve had a mild stroke.
 
         I doubt you will ever learn to love your wrinkles but remember that the only nice thing about getting older is that it happens to everyone. I often take comfort when watching bright young things dancing around clubs with their shirts off, in thinking about them bald and smelling of their own wee. If you’re really lucky, you might bump into a gerontophile. Look it up in the dictionary. Trust me, it will cheer you up!
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Do other English males share my horror of dancing? Whenever I hit the dance floor at parties, I become horribly embarrassed and self-conscious. Most of my male friends can’t dance either, and they require enormous amounts of alcohol to try, but for some reason it’s me who attracts the most comment. I’ve tried parodying myself by dancing in a semi-ironic way, but that doesn’t seem to work either. 
            
 
            Needless to say, I’m already dreading our annual Christmas party. Do you have any tips? 
            
 
            Adrian B, Rye
            

         
 
         
            “Flinging myself across the room in my oversized silk shirt, I looked like Douglas Bader being attacked by a swarm of bees.”
            

         
 
         Dear Adrian,
 
         Dancing is a mystery to many and certainly to me. I used to be a very keen dancer until I witnessed myself throwing some shapes in a friend’s wedding video. Flinging myself across the room in my oversized silk shirt, I looked like Douglas Bader being attacked by a swarm of bees.
 
         Now I tend to avoid all fancy footwork, but sometimes vodka can still make me think that I’m the love child of Janet Jackson and Justin Timberlake. If I were you, I would hug the bar as much as possible. Irony is difficult at the best of times and I’m fairly sure it’s a non-starter when it comes to the dance floor.
         
 
         Over the years I’ve learned two tricks. A simple side-to-side shuffle may be rubbish but no one is going to talk about it in the taxi on the way home. Attempting to mimic those around you is another option. Again, it may be awful, but if it’s what everyone else is doing it’s harder for the group to pick on you.
 
         When it comes to going out with a group of friends, it is important to choose your moments to shine. We can’t all be brilliant all the time. Accept that the dance floor is not your arena and look on the bright side: you’ll always find the drunkest girls at the bar. Let the rhythm take you!
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham,
            
 
            Am I a sex tourist? I’ve fallen in love with a Turkish farmhand I met when I was on holiday in East Anatolia last year. He lives in a remote hilltop village and has never stepped outside Turkey (and has no intention of doing so).
            
 
            I’m in my mid-fifties, widowed with grown-up children; he’s in his early forties. He doesn’t appear to be interested in my money, or to have any desire to come to England, but even so I’m worried that I’m just like those desperate middle-aged women who pick up younger men in Ghana. My daughter – who has never met the man – says that it’s ‘disgusting’ and it’s time I started acting my age.
            
 
            Although language is a bit of a problem, we understand each other perfectly. He also treats me like a queen and makes me feel young again. Men of my age in Britain are either long married, dysfunctional or busy chasing girls in their thirties, so over here my romantic prospects are terrible.
            
 
            I suppose this relationship has no future and perhaps I am making a fool of myself, but is what I’m doing so very reprehensible?
            
 
            Margaret H, Tunbridge Wells
            

         
 
         Dear Margaret,
 
         I like sex. I’ve stayed up too late at night to get it. Fortunes have been spent travelling across London to find it. But I’ve never wanted it badly enough to trek all the way to a remote Turkish village and lie down with a man whose cologne is stale milk and manure. But you obviously enjoy the experience and, as you so rightly point out, men in Britain aren’t exactly pushing the pierced-navel lovelies out of the way to get to the 50-year-olds.
 
         It’s all very well for your daughter to call you disgusting, but she has yet to experience the cruel journey from farm-fresh to stock clearance at the back of the shop. I think you know the answers to most of your questions. Yes, you are making a bit of a fool of yourself, but then sitting around being dignified at the book club hasn’t got you chatted up recently.
 
         Clearly, it will end in a flurry of heartache, but this is where you must make a decision. If you choose to continue, just go for it and enjoy the relationship for what it is – until one day he throws a glass of warm goat’s milk in your face and uses words that sound like he’s gargling jelly.
         
 
         If you feel you can’t ignore your worries or the opinions of others, then you might as well end it now. I hope you don’t, because it must be better going to the grave regretting things you did rather than those you didn’t.
 
         But if someone is reading this in an airport waiting for a flight to Ghana with their life savings in a bag, this advice doesn’t apply to you. Go home. Shirley Valentine has a lot to answer for.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My Greek girlfriend makes such a racket when we make love that I can’t look my neighbours in the eye when I pass them in the hall. The last time things got a bit high-pitched, I begged her to pipe down, but she only laughed and accused me of being ‘pathetically middle-class and worrying about what the neighbours think’. 
            
 
            The problem is that I am middle-class and do worry about the neighbours. Of course, I’m a lucky man to inspire such fervour in the bedroom, but is there any way of ensuring that the next time we’re in the mood things are a little more sotto voce? 
            
 
            Justin T, Manchester 
            

         
 
         Dear Justin,
 
         This is a situation where I feel sorry for everyone involved: your neighbours for having to listen to your girlfriend scream like Nana Mouskouri having hot moussaka dumped in her lap; your girlfriend for having a boyfriend who tells her off about how she makes love; and you for having a poor-quality flat conversion.
 
         Why not seduce your Olympic screamer during times when other loud things are going on, such as the X-Factor results show? Unless you move to a well-insulated or remote home, this situation will never resolve itself. You can’t stay in a relationship if you find having sex with your partner annoying.
         
 
         As she is Greek, why not get her to smash plates when things hot up. Then your neighbours will simply think you indulge in occasional bouts of domestic violence – far less embarrassing.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My London-based granddaughter, who’s a fussy eater of 13, has just announced that she’s vegan. It goes against the grain of everything our family stands for. We’re (dare I say it) classic hunting, fishing, shooting types. 
            
 
            I met my husband on a grouse moor in Perthshire 45 years ago and have been plucking game birds ever since. I’ve spoken to friends and it seems that veganism is all the rage these days among the young. I can’t understand it at all. In my day, you ate what was put on your plate and that was the end of it. 
            
 
            Am I expected to put up with this sort of nonsense? Or should I take a stand? They are all coming to us for Christmas and I’m already dreading the cooking. Apparently cheese and eggs are off-limits – and even mince pies are verboten. 
            
 
            Virginia X from Exmoor (I’ve changed my name – for obvious reasons) 
            
 
            PS No point discussing things with my daughter-in-law. She’s what I would describe as a ‘hands-off mother’. Rarely lifts a finger and very happy to just let her children run riot. 
            

         
 
         Dear Virginia,
 
         Your granddaughter’s newfound appetite for kitchen waste on a plate seems to have worked you up into a frenzy beyond reason.
 
         Might you be upset about something else? Your daughter-in-law perhaps? Your thwarted desire to see more of your grandchildren? I can only guess.
 
         As for the vegan Christmas, it only takes a phone call to sort it out. Call your granddaughter and explain that silly old granny doesn’t know a thing about vegan food so why doesn’t she prepare some lovely dishes to pop on the table along with the traditional Christmas spread that you’ll be providing.
 
         The worst that can happen is that you may have to try a mouthful of some mushroom pâté served on a bed of boiled hair but at least you didn’t have to make it.
 
         The best outcome might be that your granddaughter is too lazy and simply joins you all in an orgy of butter and breast.
 
         Christmas is still quite a way off for a young girl with a faddish diet so who knows what she’ll want to eat by then? It is ironic that people with dietary requirements (what we used to call fussy eaters) think it makes them in some way interesting, when in fact it renders them as dull as what they eat. I know there are serious issues about hormones in meat and overfishing but is eating a free-range organic turkey so very wrong? It is Jesus’ birthday after all.
         
 
         
            Dear Graham,
            
 
            Is there an easy way to dispense with the services of my hypochondriac Polish cleaning lady? I am beginning to doubt her work ethic. The other day I found an empty gin bottle under the sofa. The surfaces had barely been dusted and my husband’s shirts had been ironed haphazardly.
            
 
            When we first hired her, she worked really hard and everything sparkled. But her husband left her, and she moans about all sorts of phantom illnesses and pains.
            
 
            I would feel terrible asking her to leave, as she has two children to support and I’m sure she’ll just keep drinking. But we can’t pay her just to consume our gin and flick a duster over the coffee table.
            
 
            Tara K, Surrey
            

         
 
         Dear Tara,
 
         Those dinner parties where the entire conversation consists of people grumbling about their cleaners are unbearable. ‘I don’t know where she’s from, but they don’t have skirting boards there!’ How everyone laughs.
 
         However, listen carefully to that smug middle-class chat and you learn that, while no one is happy with their domestic help, nobody is going to get fired. Why? Because at cleaner school, somewhere between the ironing class and basic hoovering, they hold a master class in emotional blackmail.
 
         I don’t know anyone who has a cleaner without an awful sob story. Sick husbands, children in jail, a family abroad – take your pick. You can’t just ignore what is going on. Talk to her – you are her employer, not her friend – and explain that things need to change or you will have to find a new cleaner. Lock the drinks cabinet and hide the key. Hopefully, your hard worker will return, because if there is one thing worse than a bad cleaner it’s having to do it yourself. As the old saying goes: ‘Cleanliness is next to impossible.’ 
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I am desperate to move to the country, but my wife is making a song and dance about it. She hates the weather and the food and is convinced the natives will be hostile. As a result we’re holed up in a tiny London flat when we could be in a rambling old farmhouse with a big garden. I grew up on Exmoor, love country pursuits and am keen that our three children have a healthy lifestyle. 
            
 
            We spend our city weekends traipsing around overcrowded parks with other equally miserable families and have a really pathetic quality of life. I’m convinced we would all be happier living out of London but, although I have my own business, I can’t afford to maintain two properties. How can I persuade my stubbornly metropolitan wife to be a little more open-minded? 
            
 
            Josh L, west London
            

         
 
         
            “Climbing a tree to look at some cows is good, wholesome fun but it’s not exactly Grand Theft Auto is it?”
            

         
 
         Dear Josh,
 
         You may run your own business but at home your wife is clearly the CEO. The fact that you want to move to the country is never going to get Mrs Josh into a headscarf. The only way the mother of your children is ever moving beyond the smell of designer coffee is if she sees how it can benefit her.
 
         I assume she is thinking that a larger house will simply be more work and that children involved in various outdoor pursuits will mean hours spent in a car ferrying them from one damp hell to another. The real problem here is that she’s right: a rural retreat will be lovely for you and terrific for your children while they’re young, but what’s in it for her?
 
         You might suggest that if you had a bigger house you could get an au pair. Does she like dogs? Horse-riding? I’m clutching at straws. It puzzles me that you went ahead and had three children with someone without talking about this major issue. Weekends away could be a plan, so that she can see how happy it makes your children, but be prepared: they may hate it, too.
 
         Climbing a tree to look at some cows is good, wholesome fun but it’s not exactly Grand Theft Auto, is it? Maybe you need to learn to love the smell of wet concrete and the sound of hysterical sirens. Focus on what makes city life great. The country may have all the stars in the night sky but we have Starbucks.
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I can’t forget my ex. We split up by mutual agreement almost a year ago and I still dream and think about him every day. Each time I see a man in the street who reminds me of him in some obscure way – his loping walk, funny Tintin hair or Jay Jopling glasses – my heart stops beating and I feel as if I’m being punched in the stomach. I don’t believe we would have made one another happy, but somehow I can’t move on. He continues to haunt me. Do you have any tips for laying old ghosts to rest? 
            
 
            Hannah D, Humberside 
            

         
 
         Dear Hannah,
 
         We are odd, shallow little creatures and what we believe are huge gaping holes in our hearts can usually be filled by the smallest flirtation. The reason you can’t get over your ex is most probably because you haven’t met anyone else. Given that it sounds as if you were dating Timmy Mallett with a bad leg, I’m rather surprised that you have been unable to find a replacement. But then I can’t tell from your letter what sort of unclaimed prize you might be.
 
         If, after going out on a couple of dates with prospective beaux, you are still unable to stop thinking about the spikey-haired lurcher, then perhaps there is unfinished business. Knowing that the two of you have no long-term future together isn’t the same as reaching an end.
 
         Don’t misunderstand me, I’m not suggesting that you start going out with him again but simply that you might want to have lunch to remind yourself why it won’t work.
 
         An even simpler thing to do would be to draw your curtains, light some candles and chant quietly: ‘The hair, the walk, the glasses, the hair, the walk, the glasses’ until you come to your senses.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My boyfriend is buying a flat and, six weeks ago, I reluctantly agreed to let him move in with me until the sale went through. Unfortunately, he pulled out of the purchase after discovering that drug dealers were living upstairs. He is now being very lazy about finding a new place and is settling into my tiny flat as if it were his own home. He has even asked if he can move in his furniture from storage. 
            
 
            The problem is that he works from home, and having no space and no privacy is driving me crazy. Before he moved in, we were madly in love, but we now argue about petty things such as unwashed breakfast plates. Sometimes I pretend to go to the shops or for a run, just to get away. 
            
 
            When we didn’t live together, I felt gorgeous and desirable but now I’m turning into a shrew. Yesterday, when he finished all the milk (but didn’t replace it), I completely lost it. A friend suggests I gently give him a deadline for moving out. But when I raised the subject last weekend, he wept like an abandoned child (he is Turkish). Any ideas? 
            
 
            Jane H, Brighton
            

         
 
         Dear Jane,
 
         You don’t tell me how long you have been dating your Turkish cuckoo. If it has been six months or less, then clearly you have moved in together too soon and this is a handy Reader’s Digest version of your relationship. You have reached the end much faster than you would have, but reached it you have. Be sanguine about it: you’ve lost a boyfriend but saved a lot of time.
         
 
         Conversely, if you have been dating for some time, the only problem may be that you made this move without enough forethought. Why not go on holiday together? Rent a house or cottage and see if increasing the space you have to share decreases the irritation you feel.
 
         If this relationship is strong, you would be stupid to throw it away over unwashed plates. However, his big boo-hoo act does suggest that your lover may be more interested in having a mummy than a girlfriend. Be strong: you don’t want to still be staring at this turkey next Christmas.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My brother-in-law (60 and never married) recently went into hospital for an operation. During his weeks away from home, I went round daily to feed his cat at his request. 
            
 
            It was apparent that he does no housework. His home was verging on filthy, with heaps of old newspapers, cat hair glued to the carpet, surfaces littered with dirty plates and so on. I fought with my urge to sort the place out, feeling it wasn’t my job to interfere, so I only did the bare minimum. 
            
 
            When my brother-in-law came home, he made no reference to what I’d done and I wished I’d had a real blitz. Now he appears to have allowed the house to turn into a tip again. He seems cheerful enough and is due to go back for a second op, which means I’ll be doing cat duties. 
            
 
            How can I sensitively broach the subject of keeping the house cleaner? He is a stubborn yet kind man, very set in his ways. 
            
 
            Fran S, Wiltshire
            

         
 
         Dear Fran,
 
         Repeat after me – my house, his house. You seem to be confusing the two things. This man is 60 years old and you tell me that he seems perfectly happy. That is really all we need to know.
 
         I understand that your desire to blitz his hovel is coming from a good place but it’s going to be very hard to get into full Marigold and Mr Muscle mode unless your brother-in-law actually asks for help. Depending on what sort of relationship you have, the only thing you might be able to do is to explain the situation honestly.
 
         When he is in hospital next, explain that you know the house doesn’t bother him but it’s driving you crazy. Would he mind if you cleaned up? Reassure him that you won’t throw anything out – people have a strange attachment to canned goods long after they have expired. If he agrees, off you go in a smoke of Flash.
 
         If he says no, then step away from the spray gun. As a man who lives alone, I fully appreciate the old expression that cleanliness is next to Godliness but it is also next to impossible. You are a very kind sister-in-law. Don’t spoil it by crossing a line of grime.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I feel really bad writing to you with this problem, especially after reading in Weekend about your labradoodle, Bailey. My gentleman friend has an old and malodorous spaniel called Lola. Blind and milky-eyed, she is on her last legs. My friend, who is in his seventies, has very little sense of smell so has little sympathy with my complaint. The stench is so vile that it doesn’t make a bit of difference if doors and windows are opened. Lola’s abominable pong clings to walls, curtains, hair and skin like an evil vine. 
            
 
            It’s got so bad that I won’t go to his house. It’s beastly of me, I know, and she’s a loyal, loving old dog, but I’ve reached breaking point. He’s going to have to choose between me and his hound. 
            
 
            Is it cruel and heartless to ask this of him? 
            
 
            Meredith T, East Surrey 
            

         
 
         
            “My new dog Madge is a small terrier but, on occasion, she emits a smell like low tide in an industrial town in Eastern Europe.”
            

         
 
         Dear Meredith,
 
         I used to do a joke in my stand-up routine where I said that children were a bit like farts in that people like their own. Clearly, this also applies to the farts of their children. My new dog Madge is a small terrier but, on occasion, she emits a smell like low tide in an industrial town in Eastern Europe. If someone else did this on a regular basis in my home they would be out faster than Paris Hilton, but, because Madge is my baby, all is forgiven.
 
         You say that Lola is on her last legs, so my question is, do you really want to tear your partner’s heart in two when time will solve your problem ere long? The other risk you take if you ask him to choose is that Lola will end up waving a tired paw at the window as you drive away in a taxi like some soon-to-be-forgotten EastEnders character.
         
 
         On a more positive note, perhaps Lola should visit the vet. He might be able to suggest something to improve the stench or even hint that it’s time for Lola to make her way to that big park in the sky. Please don’t think I’m dismissing the horror of your problem, but old, loving, loyal companions shouldn’t be discarded when they begin to stink. Today it’s Lola, tomorrow it could be you.
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I am 26 and have just started seeing a fellow barrister in the chambers where I work. He’s a lovely, funny guy aged 33, totally genuine and very bright. My worry is that I’m not as experienced as he is. I’ve had boyfriends, but I’ve never actually gone to bed with anybody. 
            
 
            Somehow it never felt quite right, so I just kept the brakes on. Now I’ve met Dan I feel it would be the most natural thing in the world, but I’m embarrassed at my lack of experience. Should I tell him I’m a virgin? 
            
 
            Emma H, Lincolnshire
            

         
 
         Dear Emma,
 
         Usually I only feel old at 3am on a Saturday morning dancing to music I don’t know in a puddle of vodka, but reading your letter has made me feel older than Barry Norman’s teeth. Being a 26-year-old virgin is in no way a handicap. It is absolutely still a selling point. Wait until you’re 30, however, and the virgin tag will be as appealing as ‘ex-council’ in the property pages.
         
 
         To be honest, I can imagine it freaking out Dan a little, so choose very carefully the moment to tell him. Don’t blurt it out over dinner or even in the taxi home. In fact, I’d wait until after he has removed your bra. By then he will be in full flow and will climb your virginity mountain with all the bravura of Noel Edmonds opening boxes.
 
         When the deed is done, nestle in his arms and whisper: ‘Dan, you’re the man!’ The memory of this magical moment may cheer him when you dump him, because you’ll have to sleep with others so that you have somebody to compare him with. I know this sounds harsh but, trust me, it’s going to happen.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m newly married and finding it a bit of a trial. I met my wife in New York (she has now joined me in London), and our relationship has always been a transatlantic one, with long periods doing our own thing. Now we’re in the same house in the same country, we seem to have morphed into a hideous version of The Odd Couple. 
            
 
            It turns out that my wife’s idea of heaven is to shoot out of bed at the crack of dawn on a Saturday morning and drag me off to a farmers’ market, then spend the rest of the weekend having a couply domestic time. What I like doing is playing poker late into the night and having big lie-ins, followed by mega fried breakfasts. 
            
 
            I’m 31 and not quite ready for this very middle-aged life she’s proposing. And she’s only 26, for goodness sake. 
            
 
            Any ideas on reaching a happy compromise? 
            
 
            Dan W, north London
            

         
 
         Dear Dan,
 
         And you got married because…? Did you just fancy a sit-down lunch with some friends and family? You couldn’t afford to buy a new toaster? Seriously, I would like to know.
 
         It sounds as if you put less thought into this than someone buying a pink jumper. Couldn’t you have figured it out before you dragged the poor woman away from her life in America?
 
         One of the reasons she probably wants to do lots of things with you is that right now you are her life. She has made a huge decision based on her love for you and you can’t be bothered to get out of bed for her. Greasy sausages seem to get your heart beating faster than this poor woman does.
 
         Pining for your bachelor days is helping nobody. Action is the key here. You either make the marriage work or you make it stop. So far you have been a chump of award-winning proportions – don’t make it worse. She’s 26, she can still find happiness with someone else. As for you, consider your future without her. You’ll be alone, fat and, as the years tick by, there will be fewer and fewer guys sitting at that poker table. Eventually, no matter how good your hand is, you will feel like a loser.
 
         You didn’t put any thought into getting married; think carefully before you end it.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m marrying an Australian physicist this summer and feel increasingly anxious about our differences. He’s not your average beer-swilling, surf-loving Aussie, but is bright and dynamic. The problem is that he comes from a country where sport is worshipped rather than literature or music, whereas it’s books and exhibitions that really make me tick. 
            
 
            I’ll be giving up my job in publishing and moving permanently to Brisbane in the summer and I’m getting terribly cold feet. I worry that the lack of culture will make me shrivel up and die inside. 
            
 
            He’s a great guy and fits in brilliantly with my friends in London, but will I fit in over there? I see a sterile life of palm trees, barbies and cold beers stretching ahead. 
            
 
            Am I being a snob? Or are my fears justified? 
            
 
            Lauren C, west London
            

         
 
         Dear Lauren,
 
         Have you actually visited Australia or are you moving there on your first trip? If it’s the latter, then I sense disaster. Worry not, I am not going to indulge in a lot of easy Australia-bashing. I like the place. If it was where France is, I’d go all the time. The trouble is that it’s just so far away.
 
         In the end, it’s not the barbies and pie shops that will get you down, it’s the sense of living on the edge of the planet. When I was there, it felt like being backstage while the main show was going on at a great distance. I’ve a feeling that your physicist husband may not like Brisbane quite so much when he arrives there direct from London.
 
         But the pros and cons of Down Under are simply a distraction from the real issue here. You are moving somewhere for no other reason than to be with your partner. Even if you were moving to Bristol, that is a huge pressure to put on a relationship.
 
         Before you get on that plane, I would urge you to think of some reasons why you’d like to go besides holding hubby’s hand. You come from the world of publishing, so perhaps this is your chance to write that book no one wants to read.
 
         I’m sure there are many words to describe Brisbane, but I can’t imagine that ‘distracting’ is one of them. Live your life for you, not your husband, and maybe this move won’t be a divorce with airline food thrown in for free. Bon voyage!
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            For my birthday, my beautiful Norwegian girlfriend, Ingrid, surprised me with a set of nude photographs of herself. An amateur-photographer friend had offered to take them and they met secretly at his house one weekend when I was away on business. Even though I love the pictures, I have worked myself up into a jealous rage. I hate the fact that he has the images on his computer and can drool all over them whenever he likes. 
            
 
            The ‘photographer’ is gay (I’m told), but I don’t believe a word of it. I’m convinced he leapt at the chance to see Ingrid naked and is ogling the pictures as we speak. 
            
 
            Should I go over to his place and give him a piece of my mind? 
            
 
            Name withheld, Herefordshire
            

         
 
         
            “You can’t tie a partner down like some hot-air balloon filled with love.” 
            

         
 
         Dear Anon,
 
         Judging from your letter, I wouldn’t rush to give anyone a piece of your mind, since, frankly, I don’t think you can afford to be that generous. Jealousy is a vile and insidious emotion. It grows in the dark with a ruthless and destructive efficiency.
 
         At times there is good reason to be jealous. It could be about friends being chosen over you, or about workplace flirtations and so on, but you are being wildly irrational. Ingrid is clearly a classic Scandinavian and, if this photographer is bothering you, good luck when you go on holiday. It sounds as though the only beachwear you would be happy to see her in is a burka, whereas I imagine Ingrid won’t even bother to pack a bikini.
 
         The one thing I would agree with is that the gay snapper shouldn’t have the photographs on his computer, but that is Ingrid’s fault. It’s great that you love your girlfriend but being with someone isn’t the same as owning them. What makes it special is that the other person wants to be with you and chooses to stay.
 
         You can’t tie a partner down like some hot-air balloon filled with love. Other men may admire and desire Ingrid, but for whatever reason she has decided to hold your hand in public.
 
         Be happy.
 
         But after all that, I feel it would be remiss of me not to add: what sort of person gives a set of pictures of themselves as a birthday present?
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I have just given up my gym membership because it made me feel old and unlovely. One of the personal trainers is a sort of Adonis – fit and hunky with a permanent Hollywood tan. Even though he’s insanely good looking, he is rather leery and is known for putting his hands in unexpected places. There are always endless jokes in the girls’ changing room about his behaviour. 
            
 
            The depressing thing is that, despite going regularly to his spinning classes and even signing up for one-on-one training, I appear to be the only woman who hasn’t been the recipient of his unwanted attentions. It’s not that I want to be, it’s just that I hate to be consigned to the shelf. Where could I be going wrong? 
            
 
            Sally K, Basingstoke
            

         
 
         Dear Sally,
 
         Seriously? This is your problem? Some creepy lech who works in a gym you don’t even go to any more failed to make an inappropriate pass at you. Now you have managed to translate this stroke of good luck into a profound insult that has shaken your self-esteem to its very core.
 
         What other terrible things have happened to you? Did burglars choose another house over yours to break into? Did the drunk guy vomit on someone else on the Tube when you were actually sitting closer to him? Did the vicious dog bite the bloke in the hat instead of you? Getting upset about this man ignoring you at the gym is like a singer getting upset about a bad review written by a deaf person.
 
         Sally, if you feel old and unattractive, then stopping exercise probably isn’t the best plan. Join another gym at once and spend more time on the treadmill than standing around the changing room listening to prattle. We are all judged all the time but, before you take it seriously, judge the judge. If Amanda Holden had listened to me, she wouldn’t have the glittering career she has today.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            After I went a whole year without meeting a single new person, I finally decided to bite the bullet and do some online dating. A friend advised me to tick the ‘sporty’ box, arguing that it would attract a better class of male. Despite the fact that the only sport I play is ping-pong, I’m now going out with a handsome, solvent guy who runs marathons and climbs mountains. 
            
 
            But, like everything in life, there is a downside. We are both pretty active in the bedroom department (which is great) but what he really likes is having sex in public places. So far we’ve made love in a station car park, the roof of my office, the fire escape of Peter Jones, the Gorilla Kingdom at London Zoo and a boat on the Serpentine. 
            
 
            Keeping up this level of excitement is wearing me out, quite apart from the sheer terror that we might be caught. 
            
 
            I should dump him, shouldn’t I? The man can’t be normal. 
            
 
            Becky R, London
            

         
 
         Dear Becky,
 
         Let’s examine the evidence. You ticked the ‘sporty’ box on your online form, but I don’t see how that translates into standing on a fire escape stuffing your knickers into your handbag.
 
         As always, this is a choice between how much you like this man and how much you don’t want your bottom to end up on YouTube.
 
         I don’t think using words such as ‘normal’ is ever useful, especially when discussing relationships. Your man likes high-risk sexual situations and as far as he is aware he has found a great woman who enjoys it as much as he does. Just as you have a choice to make, so does he. If you stop the rooftop romps, he may like you enough to accept that or he may dump you in the hope of finding a cross between Ann Summers and Kate Adie.
 
         To be honest, it all sounds quite exciting to me, but I’m sure his alfresco ardour will be cooled by the onset of winter, so why not just make sure you are wearing clean underwear for the next couple of months and hope for some indoor loving later on?
 
         I have to say, though, that I doubt being taken roughly on a pingpong table will ever do it for him.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’ve been with my husband for 16 years and have three lovely children. We have had the usual ups and downs, but no major wobbles. We are antique dealers and recently moved into a gorgeous Victorian country house in Devon. All pink and rosy? Here’s where it goes pear-shaped. 
            
 
            My darling husband is a hoarder and his tendencies are getting worse. Nothing is too trivial for him. He even collects the plastic figurines and gadgets in our children’s cereals. From Tweety Bird chains to plastic Smurfs and racing-car magnets, his finds are everywhere. 
            
 
            The children are inured to his growing obsession, but I despair at the prospect of living among miniature trolls and plastic frogs for the rest of my days. I’ve tried to confront him about his problem, but he sees no wrong in it at all. 
            
 
            Not long ago, I invested in a glass dresser to allow him to display his ‘goodies’ in an orderly fashion. But still I find myself pulling out putty-slime eggs from under the bed covers. What can I do? 
            
 
            Carol N, Devon
            

         
 
         Dear Carol,
 
         I don’t really know what you expect me to say. You’ve been happily married for 16 years and have three lovely children – that’s great. Your husband collects plastic crap – that’s annoying. The two of you need to put this hobby into perspective.
 
         It must be hard for him to understand how much this upsets you, given that you have allowed it to go on for so long. I imagine he mistook your gesture of buying a display cabinet as a sign of encouragement, rather than the slap on the wrist you intended it to be. Be firm with him. You are sharing a new house and there has to be some give and take.
 
         A garden shed sounds like it might be one solution. Or slip 20 quid to the removal men so that they ‘lose’ a couple of boxes in transit. Whatever improvements you and the Smurf-lover manage to make, it will never be as Homes & Gardens as you’d like. Focus on what you love about him and try to find it in your tidy heart to forgive him for making you live with the contents of a Tesco Value Christmas Cracker.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’ve been with my new boyfriend for only a couple of months but already things are going pear-shaped. Our first month together was a whirlwind of marvellous dates and general couply in-loveness. He was up for seeing fringe plays, obscure French films and even going to galleries on Sundays. I thought I’d met the man of my dreams! Football was never mentioned, we never even stepped inside a pub and he appeared to like Middlemarch as much as I do. How wrong I was and how easily I fell into the trap. 
            
 
            It appears my new boyfriend doesn’t have a cultural bone in his body. He was just pretending in order to get me to go out with him. Now he’s ‘got’ me, he makes very little effort and most days I can’t prise him away from the television screen. 
            
 
            I find the same pattern repeats itself with every boyfriend. The wooing part is always tragically brief and before I know it I’ve sunk into a depressing Darby-and-Joan scenario – and I’m only 28. 
            
 
            Louisa M, Buckinghamshire
            

         
 
         
            “Just as there is joy to be had from a French film about a housewife trapped in a lift, so there is a certain fun to having your boyfriend hold your hair back while you vomit outside a Slug and Lettuce.” 
            

         
 
         Dear Louisa,
 
         I can only imagine how hot you must be. It’s only for the most top-quality lovely that any man would endure the string of hellish dates you describe. You have clearly seen one too many Woody Allen films and the women in those all end up sleeping with him. Self-improvement and high culture are all very well, but in moderation.
         
 
         You seem to be one of those people who go through life as if you’re going to face an exam when you die. Surely the greatest joy of life is that living is one of the very few tasks we can’t fail at? We can do it differently, but just as there is joy to be had from a French film about a housewife trapped in a lift, so there is a certain fun to having your boyfriend hold your hair back while you vomit outside a Slug and Lettuce.
         
 
         No one is watching you and no one is impressed. Relax and learn to find pleasure in the simplest of things. Do you like this new boyfriend? If you do, then surely spending time with him is reward enough without having to read subtitles when you’re with him.
 
         The reason all your boyfriends become housebound slobs is because going out with you is as much fun as a vegetarian meal with an opinionated know-it-all without wine. Give and take with the men you date. You may be only 28, but continue on your current path and you will morph into one of those poor creatures on Newsnight Review. When was the last time Allison Pearson went to Alton Towers and laughed and screamed at the same time? Mix it up, Louisa!
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My sister-in-law (who is single) has a really noticeable moustache. Since we don’t exactly see eye to eye on many subjects, part of me is delighted that she looks like Magnum PI, but I feel that I should say something. What would you advise? 
            
 
            Annie G, Sheffield 
            

         
 
         Dear Annie,
 
         What a delicious problem to have. You can pretend to be a nice person by torturing your sister-in-law and her Groucho Marx special. I have so many suggestions I hardly know where to begin. If you want to go the überbitch route, tell her that female facial hair is going to be huge this autumn and you’re jealous of her because you find it very hard to grow. A gentler approach would be to complain how sore your upper lip is after waxing, then to ask what method she uses.
 
         Sending an anonymous gift certificate for a free hair-removal session at a fancy spa is another slightly subtler way to stop people mistaking the poor woman for Des Lynam. Finally, a sister-in-law-running-in-tears-from-the-room approach is to take some photographs and then have them digitally altered so that her moustache is very visible. Don’t go for a comedy handlebar style, because this will just make her angry. Be subtle and watch her sob into her shaving foam.
         
 
         Of course, all of this effort may be for nothing. Your hirsute sister-in-law may simply be a radical lesbian. Now who’s laughing?
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My boyfriend came out of a rehabilitation centre (for alcoholism) six weeks ago. Unfortunately, during his time there he fell in with a really druggy crowd, who seem to have escaped the law by the skin of their teeth. 
            
 
            All of them treat me like a sort of earth mother and on Sundays I find myself spooning caramelised parsnips on to the plates of former junkies. They are all insidiously charming, eloquent people – the situation is utterly surreal. One of them, a recovering heroin addict, even has to have his food cut up for him. 
            
 
            I understand that they share an important bond from their time in rehab, but I would rather not have them in my house. 
            
 
            My boyfriend has sworn not to drink again and so far he has stuck to his promise. I want to support him, but must I take up his friends, too? 
            
 
            Lily U, London 
            

         
 
         Dear Lily,
 
         I’ve never been to rehab – yet – but I imagine the friends you make there are a slightly more intense version of friends you might make on a cruise. You’ve been through it together and can talk about things that other people cannot fully understand or share in. On the one hand, a battle with personal demons; on the other, how they ran out of king prawns on the Tropicana buffet. You get my point.
 
         Eventually, your boyfriend won’t need these people around and they won’t need him. You and your sober partner can walk towards the future in a straight line. I have no idea how long this will take, but it will happen.
 
         A word they use a lot in rehab, I’m told, is ‘enabling’ and right now you are enabling your boyfriend and his posse. They treat you like an earth mother because you behave like one. Enough with the caramelised parsnips. Make plans on a Sunday, not a medieval feast. Cook it and they will come; stop and so will they.
 
         Try to be patient, though. If you want your boyfriend to stay off the sauce, then accept that these creatures, as unappealing as you may find them, can give him a kind of moral support that you simply can’t.
 
         It has only been six weeks and you are working towards a lifetime. Good luck.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m desperate to be a grandmother but my 38-year-old daughter (and only child) is being rather selfish. She doesn’t seem to care when I point out that it’s high time she got on with it. 
            
 
            What’s wrong with all these young men? Why can’t my perfectly attractive daughter find someone? There she is with a good job in London and a lovely flat on the river, and there never seems to be any kind of man in tow. Where did we go wrong? Did we over-educate her? She can’t be happy alone – or is this generation different? Could she be a lesbian? 
            
 
            On a serious note, it’s not just a matter of my wanting grandchildren; I worry that she’s missing out. But if I talk about it (assuming I can get her on the phone, because she is constantly out), she just thinks I’m nagging. 
            
 
            As a last resort, I have started a computer course in the hope that my daughter and I can start exchanging emails. Any advice? 
            
 
            Vanessa T, Tunbridge Wells
            

         
 
         Dear Vanessa,
 
         If your daughter doesn’t want children, perhaps it is because she fears she might turn into the same sort of mother as you. Maybe she wants children, maybe not, but whichever direction her life takes she must do it for herself, not you.
 
         You say that you worry she is missing out, but on what? After 38 years, the poor creature still can’t please you. If you don’t want to lose the child you have on top of the imaginary grandchildren, then you must allow your daughter to live her own life in a way that suits her.
 
         Don’t you realise that she isn’t out all the time but is just screening her calls? Who can blame her? With your daughter’s biological clock ticking louder and louder, the pressure you are piling on her is about as useful as an anti-war protester living in a tent outside the Houses of Parliament.
 
         Your baby girl is all grown up and what she needs is for you to be a shoulder to cry on, not a pain in the neck.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My boyfriend, a retired racehorse trainer, is in his early seventies and I’m in my mid-thirties. I’m desperate to have a child. He isn’t. I never expected to fall in love with a man so old but I did. In addition, I’ve managed to pick someone not just with baggage but also with a long line of ex-wives and children trailing in his wake. 
            
 
            Although he’s only a couple of years younger than my father, I’m totally smitten and can’t imagine being with anyone else. I couldn’t care less about his money, though his exes think I’m a gold-digger. I just want commitment and the chance to start a family. 
            
 
            Should I give him an ultimatum? Try to get pregnant ‘by accident’? Or just hold on tight in the hope that he eventually comes round to my way of thinking? 
            
 
            Hatty L, Northamptonshire 
            

         
 
         Dear Hatty,
 
         I’m not sure waiting for your ‘boyfriend’ to eventually come round to your way of thinking is really an option. I’m in no position to judge anyone for having a May–September relationship – we all find love where we can – but you can’t just pretend that it’s the same as going out with someone your own age.
 
         Your boyfriend is fast approaching 80 and he’s retired. Why on earth would he want a screaming baby in the house? Whatever the joys of fatherhood may be, he’s had them already.
 
         Michael Douglas might have put up with late fatherhood for the sake of his Welsh lovely, but I’m guessing he didn’t even bother putting a stair-lift in the nursery wing of the mansion.
 
         It’s selfish of you to think that a new baby is the right thing for your relationship. You need to decide: motherhood or the last of the summer wine? You can’t have both.
 
         Of course, looking on the bright side, if you do stay with your man, it won’t be that long until your life is all about mashing up food, bibs and the smell of pee anyway.
 
         Life has a funny way of working out.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Pepe, my Spanish boyfriend, is a last-minute sort of person, who likes to improvise. His spontaneity is part of why I find him attractive (he’s so much more fun than your classic risk-averse Brit), but at the same time it drives me nuts that we can never make proper plans. More often than not we get to cinemas only to find the film has sold out. And when we go on holiday, we’re always the sad losers paying through the nose to fly easyJet or Ryanair, having left the booking to the very last minute. 
            
 
            Apparently in Madrid, when you throw a party it’s quite normal to invite everyone on the day. But in Manchester, if you don’t plan ahead, things tend to go pear-shaped. I don’t want to change him but sometimes I wonder whether this aversion to planning hints at a deeper problem and isn’t about being Spanish at all. 
            
 
            What do you think? 
            
 
            Bella S, Manchester
            

         
 
         
            “‘At first, I loved her disciplined love of order and planning, but lately it is like living with General Franco in a bra.’”
            

         
 
         Dear Bella,
 
         I think it is fair to say that what we at first most love about a new partner is in the end what we most hate. Crazy European spontaneity that once made you feel like you were in an exotic sub-titled art-house film now appears like lazy incompetence that makes you feel like you are living with John Candy in Planes, Trains & Automobiles. Pepe, if he wants to, can change, but you must let him know how annoying you find his behaviour.
         
 
         But be warned, if you really do insist he change, then I can imagine him composing a letter to a Spanish newspaper to ask some Señor Grahamio what to do about his girlfriend. ‘At first, I loved her disciplined love of order and planning, but lately it is like living with General Franco in a bra.’
 
         Camels’ backs have been broken by less and I wonder if one more visit to www.lastminute.com won’t result in www.finalmoment.couple.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I met my new boyfriend on the internet. We are both divorced and in our mid-forties with children away at university. In many ways, things are perfect between us – he is loving, funny, attractive and generous – everything, in fact, which my ex-husband wasn’t. The problem is I appear to have fallen in love with a man with next to no libido. 
            
 
            I’ve never considered myself to be highly sexed, but, now that I don’t get much of it, I do miss it. Needless to say, he’d rather peel 1,000 Brussels sprouts than talk about it. Whenever I bring it up, he skilfully changes the subject, or teases me affectionately about my ‘voracious’ sex drive. I have, of course, tried all the usual feminine tricks – to no avail. Perhaps we should volunteer for a Trinny and Susannah makeover? 
            
 
            Becky P, Grinstead
            

         
 
         Dear Becky,
 
         You are in your mid-forties and have one failed marriage behind you. Surely by now it might be beginning to dawn on you that no relationship is perfect?
 
         True, it can be depressing living with someone who, it seems, doesn’t find you sexually attractive. But, so long as he isn’t finding an outlet for his libido elsewhere, perhaps his other assets can suffice.
 
         Do you really want to give up this man for sex? Sex that will tail off after a couple of years anyway? It sounds as though you are always the one trying to initiate the love-making, hence his description of you as ‘voracious’. Back off for a bit and see if he comes to you.
 
         If he doesn’t, then try to talk about it once again. He might never be enough for you in the bedroom department, but remember how funny, generous and attractive he is and how available vibrators are. As for Trinny and Susannah… please. I think their taste is seriously suspect now. They thought they’d look good on ITV. Wrong.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m always getting rejected. Getting dates isn’t a problem, but somehow I never seem to get beyond a first or second rendezvous. Is the modern male lethargic? 
            
 
            One friend says that extended periods of peacetime kill the male libido and it would be a different story if we were living in a war zone. I wish I knew where I was going wrong. My New Year resolutions (to lose weight, drink less, do more cardio) have long since fallen by the wayside and I’ve been feeling so discouraged that I didn’t give anything up for Lent. What’s the point when men are so picky and unenthusiastic? Please tell me how to get a man interested – and keep him so. 
            
 
            Milly C, Tooting, south London
            

         
 
         Dear Milly,
 
         I fear I have bad news. Look at the bigger picture. You can’t get a second date. For this you are blaming all mankind. Is it not a little more possible that the problem is not every man you date, but you? Other women manage to date, get married and have children without having to start a third world war.
 
         If this letter was from a man, I would suggest that he was choosing the wrong women to date, but these men are selecting you. I don’t think people can be called ‘picky and unenthusiastic’ when they bother to pluck up the courage to ask you out on a date.
 
         There is clearly something that initially attracts them and then, upon closer examination, repels them. Your girlfriends are not going to help you if the ‘move to a war zone’ advice is anything to go by, and yet you must do something.
 
         The only plan I can think of is extremely painful and borders on humiliation. Deep breath, Milly. Try contacting one of the men who rejected you. Choose one that you thought really liked you.
 
         Explain that you are fine about the date not going any further but you would like to know why. Assure him that you don’t care how personal or possibly hurtful the reason is but you’d just like to prevent it happening again in the future.
 
         I’ve no idea if this will work, but the bottom line is either you change or you just wait for the very rare lid for your quirky pot to come along.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m feeling a little crowded by my new girlfriend. I was struck down with flu the other day and not only did she bombard me with food parcels, she also deluged me with phone calls and text messages offering to come round and look after me. Yesterday I got back from the doctor’s surgery to find a cardboard box on my doorstep containing three lamb chops (from a dinner party I failed to make), an enormous slice of plum tart and a gushy note. 
            
 
            It’s all a bit much and I told her to back off, which she has, but I’m worried her OTT behaviour is a signal I should beat a hasty retreat. 
            
 
            What do you think? 
            
 
            Oliver U, London
            

         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               Most young men are desperate to be mothered, but if you want to lie in bed shivering with flu, picking at a lukewarm Pot Noodle, who am I to stop you?
               

            

         
 
         Dear Oliver,
         
 
         Truly one man’s meat is another’s poison. I can think of few things that would make me happier than coming home to find lamb chops on my doorstep, but clearly you are happier finding nothing juicier than cards for a local minicab firm and a leaflet for cheap pizza.
 
         This young lady has done nothing wrong. She has feelings for you, so, when you were ill, her natural inclination was to care for you. When she discovered that you found this a bit suffocating, she did what you asked and backed off. So far, so blameless.
 
         I think the real problem here is that you simply don’t like this woman very much and your flu has just fast-tracked the issues. Good. End it as soon as possible. All over London, young men are desperate to be mothered and to trip over meat. If you want to lie in bed shivering with flu, holding a silent phone and picking at a lukewarm Pot Noodle, who am I to stop you? Enjoy.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m a fairly normal single bloke in my late twenties. I split up with my last girlfriend about a year ago and since then have had no luck finding a new one. The problem is that every girl I ask out gets really drunk on the first date. The last one passed out (from alcohol) on the dance floor and the one before that was so drunk that I had to carry her into her flat and tuck her up in bed. I’m a gentleman and wouldn’t dream of taking advantage, but this hasn’t exactly done wonders for my confidence. Is there something wrong with me, or am I just picking the wrong girls? 
            
 
            Jim D, Newcastle 
            

         
 
         Dear Jim,
 
         I read your letter with a growing sense of bewilderment, and then I saw where you live and it all fell into place. If you don’t want to meet hordes of drunk women, I suggest you move.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My grandchildren object to my husband (86 and full of vim) smoking his pipe. Brainwashed by their parents, they say that it is a filthy habit and that my poor husband, whose only vice is the occasional puff in his library, is ‘killing’ himself. The other day, when we were on Marlborough High Street, my five-year-old grandson tugged my sleeve, pointed at a complete stranger and said: ‘Granny, please tell that man to stop smoking.’ 
            
 
            What makes the young these days so self-righteous and intolerant? In my day, we believed that what didn’t hurt us was none of our business. 
            
 
            Patricia L, Wiltshire 
            

         
 
         
            “Next time your grandson mouths off about someone in the street, remind him that the person he is talking about doesn’t still wet the bed, is allowed to stay up late enough to watch South Park and is big enough to go on all the rides at Alton Towers.” 
            

         
 
         Dear Patricia,
 
         There is no one quite as priggish and full of self-certainty as a child. I suspect it has always been thus, but what has changed are the attitudes of grandmothers. Don’t try to reason with the Nazis in nappies, just tell them to shut up and give them bags of snacks with enough E-numbers in them to keep their parents awake for several days.
 
         Have a bit of backbone. Your husband didn’t live to the ripe old age of 86, smoking his pipe, only to spend his twilight years being hectored by objectionable children. Your argument is really with your own offspring. They should be instilling in their children respect for their elders. Failure to do so is a far greater danger to society than passive smoking.
 
         Next time your grandson mouths off about someone in the street, remind him that the person he is talking about doesn’t still wet the bed, is allowed to stay up late enough to watch South Park and is big enough to go on all the rides at Alton Towers.
         
 
         Remember there is no law stating that you have to like your grandchildren. It is possible that they are simply not very nice little people.
 
         
            Dear Graham,  
            
 
            My freeloading cousin, Miles, recently moved in with me and my wife, while looking for a place of his own. He is a lazy slob and within days had succeeded in turning our house upside down. About six weeks into his stay, my wife called me at work. That morning, after I had left, Miles, dressed in only his underpants, entered our room while Polly was still in bed and offered to give her some ‘good and proper loving’.  
            
 
            Naturally, on hearing this, I threw Miles out. But now Polly has confessed that she made the story up to get rid of him. She has apologised, but says she was at her wit’s end.  
            
 
            Just as I never expect to be forgiven by Miles, neither can I excuse my wife. Our relationship now seems tainted.  
            
 
            Charles H, Shropshire  
            

         
 
         Dear Charles,
 
         The good news is that you and your wife seem perfectly matched. The bad news is that you are both morons. How on earth did either of you allow something as simple as an unwelcome house guest to spiral into this hideous mess?
 
         Your wife’s solution was as overblown as someone who wanted a drink of water calling the fire brigade to come round with hoses. Please don’t feel that I’m placing all the blame on Polly, though. You allowed this intolerable situation to drag on for six weeks, and clearly there was no end in sight. Miles is your cousin and, therefore, on some level, your responsibility.
 
         Your challenge is to learn from this and move on. Polly must communicate her needs to you and you must respond to them.
 
         Charlie and Polly, a marriage made in bedlam.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My husband has been out of work for nine months and is being rather lackadaisical about finding a new job. So far he has applied for only a handful of nebulous-sounding managerial jobs on the internet – with no success. 
            
 
            We have four children and I have had to start dipping into my savings to pay the mortgage every month. I don’t feel we can go on like this and, secretly, I’m furious with him. Part of me is quite old-fashioned and, even though I work (part-time), I was brought up to believe that men provide. 
            
 
            The truth is I’m feeling terribly let down. How dare he sit on his bottom all day when we have bills to pay and a family to bring up? 
            
 
            Although he’s doing lots with the children and really helping around the house, there are days when I just want to kick him out of the door in the morning. 
            
 
            Please advise. 
            
 
            Bridget P, Harrogate 
            

         
 
         Dear Bridget,
 
         What a horrible situation. Although you’ve written to me, I’m sure your husband is just as miserable. You didn’t want to end up married to Mrs Doubtfire and, as sure as Robin Williams has a back hairy enough to shave into a map of Barcelona, your husband never wanted the role either.
 
         I imagine his confidence is at an all-time low and that is why he is being a bit lazy about applying for jobs. Without doubt he will know how disappointed you are in him and that won’t be helping his state of mind. What must be truly frustrating for both of you is that this problem has such a quick easy fix – get a job!
 
         Keep the faith because he will and then, like magic, the hell you are both going through will be a distant memory. Talk to your husband, don’t nag him. Does he want to start looking in different areas? Does he want to learn new skills? Is it time he changed direction?
 
         I know that a ‘yes’ to these questions will mean you have to dip further into your savings, but, if this isn’t the rainy day, when will it be?
 
         You sound like a strong woman, Bridget, so hang in there. This will pass.
 
         Oh, and if all else fails, tell him to get in touch. I need a part-time dog walker.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I came back from work early one day to find my husband of seven years standing in front of a mirror dressed in my fishnets and high heels and in the midst of wrapping himself up in one of my Diane von Furstenberg dresses. I was so shocked, I was literally speechless. Curiously, he was so absorbed in what he was doing that he didn’t even notice me in the doorway. What on earth could have possessed him to dress up in my clothes? He is a devoted husband, loving father and, until now, has displayed no strange sexual tendencies. If anything, he’s straighter than most men (Army background, partner in a law firm, etc). 
            
 
            I’m feeling very confused and couldn’t possibly talk to anyone I know about it. Can you help? 
            
 
            Pamela T, Cheltenham
            

         
 
         Dear Pamela,
 
         It’s Diane Von Furstenberg I feel sorry for. She probably has no idea that her lovely dress is being squeezed over the hips of an ex-Army lawyer and, even worse, worn with fishnets. And in Cheltenham! I certainly hope that your husband didn’t get his sense of style from you, Pamela.
 
         After seven years of marriage, a little cross-dressing in the privacy of your own home shouldn’t threaten your relationship. I imagine that there is a little corner of his mind that wants to feel sexy and special, which by implication means that is how he feels about you.
 
         Doubtless, he will be mortified if you mention your discovery. But I think you must, or the secret becomes yours instead of his and you don’t need or want that burden.
 
         Apart from stretching some expensive gowns, I can’t see what harm he is doing. And you never know, a night between the sheets with him in some silky underwear might just scratch the seven-year itch.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Did you see Boris Johnson’s recent column [Daily Telegraph, 12 July]? Did you read about all those poor girls nurtured on the meringue-laden pages of Brides magazine who long to have a ring on their finger? 
            
 
            Boris blames the dating crisis on the growth in the number of underachieving working-class men – the ASBOs and the hoodies. But I’d say the lack of decent chaps is just as common in the middle classes. Perhaps even in the upper? 
            
 
            My (middle-class) mother wasn’t allowed to go to university because her father believed it would make her ‘unmarriageable’ (she married her first boyfriend at 21). Savage and politically incorrect though it might sound, did my grandfather have a point? 
            
 
            I’m typical of my generation of middle-class girls, ie highly educated (university degree plus PhD), averagely attractive, still young enough to have a family (33) and permanently single. I’d like to know what’s going on. Where are all the men? What are we supposed to do if we want marriage and children? 
            
 
            Helena F, Suffolk 
            

         
 
         Dear Helena,
 
         I despair of you. You think that it is your enormous intellect which is frightening men off and yet you are so stupid that you are taking something that Boris Johnson said seriously and, what’s more, writing to me and expecting me to do the same. How on Earth do you think that hoodies with ASBOs are causing a dating crisis? Have you and Boris not noticed that for every spotty-faced youth breaking car aerials there is a greasy-haired lovely with pink and grey marbled legs leaning against a nearby wall, fag in hand?
 
         There is a lid for every pot or, in this case, a hood for every thug. If you really want to date, spread your net wider – or lower your standards. Finding a partner isn’t like filling in a job application. The old adage about kissing a lot of frogs is true except it’s highly unlikely that you will ever find a prince, merely an acceptable frog – step forward, Boris.
 
         There is no dating crisis, just a generation of people who have been lied to and promised more than our parents’ generation. Harness the intelligence you claim you have and realise that men are simple creatures and always have been. Send out the right signals and they will come. Laugh at their jokes, find them interesting and most of all, on the first few dates – don’t compete!
         
 
         If that sounds unbearable, then enjoy being single because it really is your choice.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My 33-year-old boyfriend is being posted to Luxembourg for two years and has asked me to go with him. Apparently it’s one of the dullest places on earth – full of very rich, very old people and their very small dogs. I simply can’t face it. If it was Paris, New York or even Madrid, I’d go like a shot. But Luxembourg? He’s very excited about it but then he grew up in Lincolnshire. 
            
 
            Please let me know how I can stay put without breaking up with him. 
            
 
            Oriel D, Herts
            

         
 
         Dear Oriel,
 
         I can’t quite put my finger on why I find your letter annoying, but I do. Let’s be brief. Tell him the truth. You have made a complicated problem out of something that is very simple. He’s moving somewhere for two years where you don’t want to go. I don’t think you are being that unreasonable since I’m assuming you have a job and friends.
 
         It’s simply a case of planning your holidays together and doing a couple of weekends a month. He’s not going to the moon and it’s only 24 months. If he takes the hump and dumps you, then it probably wouldn’t have lasted anyway.
 
         Maybe that’s why I found your letter irritating – it’s not really a problem.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I fear my 52-year-old wife is becoming a laughing stock. The problem is that she has started using the same ‘street’ slang as our 15-year-old daughter, who, like all her privately educated friends, is currently going through a ‘Jafaican’ phase. The other evening she described a mutual acquaintance as ‘butters’ and she peppers her conversation with words like ‘sick’ and ‘bare’, which I have deduced mean ‘great’ and ‘very’. 
            
 
            Quite apart from the fact that I find it a horribly embarrassing affectation in an otherwise sensible middle-aged woman from Berkshire, she is becoming almost as difficult to understand as our daughter. How do I tell her she is making a fool of herself? 
            
 
            Anthony P, Chilton 
            

         
 
         Dear Anthony,
 
         You are so distracted by the 52-year-old Ali G getting the reusable Waitrose bags out of the boot of the car that you have missed your first problem – your 15-year-old daughter lives in Berkshire but she is speaking like a Jamaican drug dealer. What happened to Pony Club? Have the Girl Guides become the Ku Klux Klan with berets?
 
         Your family is spiralling out of control and all you do is write to me. Put down the paper, Anthony, and act!
 
         How do you tell your wife she is making a fool of herself? She is over 50 and I presume you have been married for at least 15 years. You say: ‘Darling, you are making a fool of yourself.’
 
         Personally, I would be tempted to follow this with: ‘…and I want a divorce’, but you are clearly a nicer person than I am. Happily, your spouse has handed you a secret weapon in your battle against your daughter’s stupidity. Take her aside and ask her how pathetic she thinks her mother sounds. Then reveal to her the awful truth – that she sounds that lame to the rest of the world.
 
         If this doesn’t bring her to her senses, then I fear the only realistic option is for you and your family to emigrate to Jamaica.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            When does a tipple in the evening become one drink too many? I live on my own and when I take the bins out on a Tuesday evening I’m always a bit shocked by the number of clanking bottles in my orange recycling bag. Somehow no evening is complete without a lovely glass or two (or three) of vino. And thanks to my giant balloon-shaped Riedel glasses I can (almost) fool myself I’m keeping within the recommended limits. 
            
 
            It’s a rare day that I practise any kind of temperance and among my friends, all 30-something professionals with hectic social lives, my drinking is normal. None of us is ever drunk, in the rowdy, destructive sense of the word. We don’t run wild in town centres, terrorise our neighbours or beat up our loved ones. We just consume an awful lot of Rioja and then talk an awful lot of rubbish. 
            
 
            Without giving up completely (no AA meetings for me!), I’d like to quietly cut down. Any tips? 
            
 
            Patsy T, west London
            

         
 
         Dear Patsy,
 
         I admit to a certain self-consciousness as I attempt to give you advice. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve been at the bottle bank unloading the debris of my own personal consumption when a passer-by has asked: ‘Been having a party?’ Too often I wake in my house in rooms that aren’t my bedroom and there are nights when I wouldn’t like to stand in a court of law under oath and describe exactly what happened.
 
         Do I have a problem? I don’t ever cancel appointments due to hangovers, show up at work with vomit on my shoes or wake up in the street, so I choose to say no. Should I cut down? Probably.
 
         Of course, the question we should both be asking ourselves is: can we cut back? There is an attitude with drink that it has to be all or nothing, but that seems as if you are giving alcohol all the power. You need to learn to control it and not the other way round. An obvious thing to do would be to invest in smaller glasses. Spritzers are an option for the white-wine drinker, but perhaps the easiest thing to do is bring in some rules. No wine before 8.30, perhaps, or no drinking alone.
 
         If you have real trouble doing any of these things, maybe your problem is more serious. It’s hard to say what the difference is between a bon viveur and a drunken slag. Tread carefully.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m a 39-year-old gay guy who runs a thriving investment firm.  I have a good group of friends, most of whom have been happily  coupled off for seven years or more. Meanwhile, I struggle to get  a decent date with anyone remotely compatible. A lot of the  guys I meet seem content to be single and short-termist. 
            
 
            I go to gay social groups and bars in the right part of town,  but it doesn’t seem to help. Internet dating has also failed.  Potentially part of the problem is that I’m a little on the serious  side, nearer Owl than Tigger, with perhaps a dash of Eeyore. I’m  not exactly hunk material – not a Shrek but more than a hint  of Mr Bean. 
            
 
            I ought to be satisfied with the prosperity my career has  brought me, but the absence of a companion is really getting  me down. I can’t get a dog because I travel too much. Any  advice?  
            
 
            Simon J, Manchester
            

         
 
         Dear Simon,
 
         Stop. Deep breaths. You seem to know a great deal about yourself and  practically nothing about other people. True, a bookish Mr Bean won’t  fly off the shelves, but it can’t help matters when you equate getting a  pet with having a relationship with a fully functioning human being.  Boyfriends tend to be slightly more complicated than a dog that is able  to feed himself when you are away.
 
         You might also consider how attractive it is for someone who is  nearly 40 to describe everything in terms of children’s cartoon  characters. Not cute.
 
         The reality is that you may never meet the man of your dreams  because he only exists in dreams. You need to get on with the life you’re  actually living. How many happy marriages have been eaten away  waiting for the baby that never arrived? How many fabulous people  judge their own lives a failure because they haven’t got a partner?
 
         Don’t waste all the happiness you could have in your life by pining  for something that may never happen. We can’t pick and choose the  lives we lead. There is no emotional equivalent of ‘must have outdoor  space’ and so I suggest you embrace the here and now. You don’t have  to lie about it to yourself or others. Yes, you’d like to be with someone,  but it seems that isn’t on the cards.
 
         The only practical bit of dating advice I can give you is to leave Manchester, where there are far too many gay men. Move to some little town where, because of a lack of choice, you may find someone willing to go out with you. Nobody would choose canned vegetables, but if that’s all there is in the cupboard…
         
 
         
            Dear Graham,  
            
 
            Just after New Year, I met a handsome 30-year-old American in the electrical department of Peter Jones. He was buying a SCART cable for his plasma TV, I was buying an iPod. We ended up going for drinks at the Royal Court, then dinner at Tom Aikens, and each of our five dates since then has been brilliant. The problem is nothing has happened, even though he’s obviously keen. We are both in our early thirties. What should I do? Should I pounce? Would he be shocked? (He is teetotal and from Boston.)  
            
 
            Jules L, London
            

         
 
         Dear Jules,
 
         One word screams out from your letter and quite frankly explains everything – teetotal! Without a little vino in the Garden of Eden, the Bible would have been a very short book indeed. I’m afraid to say that, short of plying him with a sneaky sherry trifle, you are going to have to speak to him about it.
 
         Let him know that he is on to a dead cert, tell him that you find him attractive and then ask him how he feels about your relationship becoming physical. The answer, of course, may not be what you want to hear – he may only want you as a friend, there might have been a tragic accident on the climbing frame as a child or there is always the possibility of the old gay chestnut, but at least you’ll know.
 
         Then you’ll either have a happy and rampant sex life or you can return to the electrical department and see what else it stocks.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My girlfriend is always having a go at me. It seems she can’t accept that I’m just an average 30-something man who likes relaxing with a cold beer in front of the telly. I’m never going to be able to give her the kind of banter she gets with her girlfriends, nor do I want to. Like most men I’m pretty straightforward and only talk when I’ve got something to say. Why can’t she leave me in peace? 
            
 
            Everything is fine between us and we have a good time together, but these days she’s always nit-picking. If it’s not my clothes that are wrong, it’s the job I do (computer analyst), or the food I like eating (meat and two veg). Her latest campaign is to get me to join a gym and eat more fruit. Every time I go past the fruit bowl, she badgers me. 
            
 
            She’s a great girl, but I’m getting really cheesed off. How can I get her to calm down and stop nagging? 
            
 
            Simon C, Totnes 
            

         
 
         
            “A girlfriend is for life, not just half-time.” 
            

         
 
         Dear Simon,
 
         Your letter makes me nervous. Perhaps your girlfriend is being unreasonable, or – and this is what I fear is true – perhaps she is going out with a fat, sullen drunk.
 
         If she really is a ‘great girl’, then I suggest you listen to her a little or she will find a man who doesn’t just slump in front of the TV not speaking to her and slowly turning into Les Battersby in Coronation Street.
         
 
         I’m not sure you are ready for a relationship. If your girlfriend does stray and you end up in the boyfriend equivalent of the Battersea Dogs Home, I can’t imagine girls rushing to take you home. A girlfriend is for life, not just half-time.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My younger sister is dating a merchant banker, who picked her up in the bar at Sketch and has been plying her with Dom Pérignon and Tiffany jewellery ever since. I can see the attraction – it’s the old chestnut of her looks and his money. The problem is the man is divorced (with kids), twice her age (she’s 22) and deeply unpleasant. Where to begin? He’s arrogant, pompous, offensively right wing and very sexist. 
            
 
            He is in every way the antithesis of her sweet and gentle ex, who grew all his own veg and led walking tours in the Pyrenees for a living. 
            
 
            My husband, who is a human-rights lawyer, won’t have him in the house. I’ve tried not to interfere, hoping it was just a rebound, but my sister appears to be moony-eyed with love. What do I do? Do I interfere and risk alienating her? Or do I just lie low and hope she eventually sees sense? 
            
 
            Sophie B, London
            

         
 
         Dear Sophie,
 
         Here’s a handy fact. Your sister isn’t you. A human-rights lawyer or a vegetarian wandering around Andorra may push all your sensitive buttons, but perhaps the younger sister is the yin to your yang. This new man may be hideous in your eyes but who else was she going to meet in the bar at Sketch? It’s not exactly the sort of place where she was going to bump into a male nurse with an interest in butterfly conservation.
 
         I’m not saying that she is lost to you for good, but you should allow her to enjoy her money-fuelled walk on the shallow side. Clearly, it’s a reaction to the endless dreariness of her last boyfriend and it could even be her way of saying that she doesn’t want to end up living your life.
 
         It must be horrible to see this woman you thought you knew drifting into a world you hate, but there is nothing you can do. Only she can realise that she is making a mistake.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My boyfriend seems to think that I’m the new nanny. He’s divorced with three children of his own and last weekend – just six months into our relationship – I found myself having to single-handedly host a birthday party for 19 five-year-olds. 
            
 
            Just minutes before the party was due to start, he fled to work, saying he had an urgent deadline, leaving me to organise endless rounds of musical bumps. When he reappeared several hours later, looking distinctly sheepish and clutching a bunch of garage flowers, I could barely speak for exhaustion and fury. 
            
 
            He has joint custody of the kids with his ex-wife and I think he’s struggling to cope. I understand that things are tough for him but I feel as if I’m being taken for a ride. What’s your view? 
            
 
            Faith L, Whitstable, Kent
            

         
 
         
            “Dating a single father-of-three was never going to be a picnic, but nor does it need to be the opening 20 minutes of Saving Private Ryan with facepaints.”
            

         
 
         Dear Faith,
 
         My view is that you don’t really need me to tell you what you already know. Garage flowers? Your boyfriend has behaved appallingly. This in itself doesn’t make him a monster, but you are going to have to lay down so much law that perhaps this relationship isn’t worth the effort. Only you can decide.
 
         This man clearly can’t cope. I am sympathetic to a point – I’m sure being divorced with three children isn’t as easy as an afternoon at the aquarium followed by pizza, but he is doing nothing to help himself.
 
         By ignoring his inability to manage, he is not giving you the choice to help him.
 
         If he had admitted how much he was dreading the birthday party, you could have stepped into the breach and helped him through the crisp-packet hell of it all. Dating a single father-of-three was never going to be a picnic, but nor does it need to be the opening 20 minutes of Saving Private Ryan with facepaints.
         
 
         Talk to him. Explain that you are willing to help but he has to take the lead, and remind him above all else that garage flowers should only ever be purchased when going to visit someone in a coma – and even then, you’d better pray that they don’t wake up.
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m a 31-year-old American financial analyst with no life. Most nights, I get home too late to do anything but hit the sack. At weekends, all I do is sleep, watch bad movies and eat take-out food. I won’t be going home to Wisconsin for Thanksgiving because I can’t take time out of my job. 
            
 
            I don’t have a social life unless you count client meetings. 
            
 
            After living in Britain for a year, I’ve only got to know my ground-floor neighbour, a hilariously uptight Englishman who is always complaining about my drumming (I took it up in college – it’s good for tension). 
            
 
            Am I a loser? How do I get out of this rut? 
            
 
            Michael W, east London
            

         
 
         Dear Michael,
 
         This isn’t rocket science. Leave the house. I understand that during the week all you do is work and sleep but, come the weekend, you should brush your teeth and do something.
 
         While it’s true that an American accent isn’t exactly a passport to popularity in London, I’m sure there must be some percussion workshops going on somewhere in this great capital of ours. Personally, I’d rather watch Jodie Marsh’s wedding video than attend such an event, but I’m guessing it’ll be right up your alley.
 
         Remember that society doesn’t owe anyone friends – you have to make the effort. Later in life, when the only person you see all day is the man delivering meals on wheels, you’ll be sorry that you wasted all the amazing opportunities that London can offer.
 
         Oh, by the way – buy your neighbour a bottle of wine.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham,
            
 
            My beloved only daughter, Joanna, went off to Venice last  weekend and got married secretly. I am heartbroken. From the  day she was born, I’ve been looking forward to planning a  wonderful wedding for her. It’s dreadfully upsetting that she’s  gone and tied the knot on the sly, excluding me. And in a  foreign country where she knows nobody.
            
 
            When I confronted her about it afterwards – in tears – she  said she hadn’t wanted any hassle or stress. She argued that it  was a private thing and I would have wanted a big, noisy,  splashy wedding, packed with relatives she never sees and  doesn’t particularly like.
            
 
            I suspect her other half – a chippy Northerner – is at the  bottom of all this. What really worries me is that he’s going to  make her miserable. Call me old-fashioned but it seems such a  shabby way of marking such a momentous event.
            
 
            My husband, who is disappointed, too, but is pretending not  to be, says that at least we didn’t have to ‘fork out’. But it’s not  about money, is it?
            
 
            Maureen P, Somerset
            

         
 
         Dear Maureen,
 
         No, it’s not about money and by the way the other thing it isn’t about  is you. This was Joanna’s special day and if this is how she chose to  celebrate it then so be it. An event that you view as penny-pinching and  tight could be seen by many others as wildly romantic.
 
         Venice isn’t exactly Skegness with a fish-supper reception, is it?  Judging from your egocentric sobfest in front of your daughter, I’m  guessing you aren’t the kind of woman who hides her feelings that well.  Your new son-in-law is probably painfully aware of your low opinion  of him. Why on earth would he want to spend his happy day with you?
 
         The good news for your dream wedding plans is that the chances of  any marriage lasting are extremely slim. Next time round, keep your  mouth shut and maybe, just maybe, you’ll get to wear your big hat.  Try to make it about yourself again and I promise you that Joanna will  end up tying the knot in front of some sweat-stained Elvis in Vegas.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My trustafarian landlord, who is unfortunately also my flatmate, thinks he’s Damien Hirst and keeps preserved tarantulas in glass. Most of the time he’s away building mud huts in Africa, but when he’s home he pulls all his artefacts out of the bedroom and starts attempting to ‘decorate’ the house with his macabre collection. 
            
 
            I am really scared of spiders – even dead ones – and have to flee the house, gibbering all the way to the bus stop to keep myself calm. It only takes a glimpse of a tarantula while I’m eating my cornflakes in the morning to make me scream with terror. 
            
 
            I’ve asked him to remove the spiders, but within days they always pop up again in some unexpected place, whether it’s above the lavatory cistern or next to the tennis rackets in the hall. Perhaps he thinks it’s funny, but it’s genuinely upsetting. 
            
 
            Short of moving out, what would you do in my place? 
            
 
            Fanny M, London 
            

         
 
         Dear Fanny,
 
         The first thing you must do is stop writing to me. You have a morbid fear of spiders and you decided it was a good idea to rent a room from a man who collects them? Are you the Mayor of Idiot Town?
 
         I think you’ll find that Jeremy Clarkson doesn’t have a vegetarian roller-skater as a lodger. And I long ago stopped sharing a house with men who like home-brewing and have lap-dancing-club loyalty cards.
 
         If he was your roommate, you might have some right to complain, but this man owns the apartment. The only tiny bargaining tool you have is the rent, but it doesn’t sound like that would really be an issue for him. I’m not defending him – he does sound like a howling moron – but you chose to move in with him. Short of moving out, there is only the vague hope that he might get eaten by some wild beastie while building a mud hut. Next time, Miss Muffet, examine the tuffet a little more carefully before you unpack your curds and whey.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I am a three-times divorced 56-year-old woman with an unusually open attitude to men and dating. My last boyfriend was a 28-year-old Lebanese student who I met on the number 10 bus. It didn’t last, but it was very romantic all the same, and he still sends me wonderful handwritten letters from Tripoli where he lives. I am currently seeing a 35-year-old basketball player from Baltimore and the age gap isn’t an issue for either of us. 
            
 
            The problem is that it’s an issue for other people – friends, family, society at large. My friends don’t approve at all, my daughter finds me ‘embarrassing’ and people tend to stare at me and my new boyfriend in restaurants, especially if we hold hands or act smoochily. 
            
 
            If men can date younger women without raising eyebrows, why is it so appalling when things are the other way round? 
            
 
            Violet T, London 
            

         
 
         Dear Violet,
 
         What’s the real problem here? Is the disapproval of others really that disturbing or is it more to do with your nagging fear that they might be right? One of the great joys of being alive is how mysterious the ways of love can be. But, Violet, I do feel that at the age of 56, with three unsuccessful marriages under your belt, you should perhaps have solved some of the mysteries.
 
         Going out with young guys can be wonderful – the feel of young skin, the excitement of their virility. But I fear it will always end in humiliation. You know that no matter what he says or does, he is looking at the 25-year-old waitress. The reason it seems to work better when the sexes are reversed is that women have a different set of priorities to men.
 
         Catherine Zeta-Jones can stay married to a tortoise because he is a multi-millionaire and father of her children, but people look on in horror when they catch sight of some young Lothario kissing a bag of prunes in a dress. I fear that, deep in our psyche, it is all about fertility. The sight of an older lady with a young buck breaks some rule of nature.
 
         Please don’t think for one second that I am telling you to stop, but don’t expect other people to like it.
 
         I imagine your friends and family are just worried for you and wary of problems further down the road if these relationships continue.
         
 
         I hope you are finding happiness in all this unconventional dating but, to be honest, Violet, I find something heartbreaking in the phrase ‘wonderful handwritten letters from Tripoli’. You deserve so much more but I’m not sure you are going to find it in the places you are looking.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My boyfriend and I split up in October after a seven-year relationship but we still sleep together. We don’t go on dates or anything like that, nor do we cook each other dinner or even share a bottle of wine. We just meet up, usually very late on a Saturday or Sunday evening, and have sex. 
            
 
            Physically, we are very in tune with each other, but it’s always incredibly soul-destroying in the morning when he acts as if nothing happened and we go back to not being together. It always takes me a few days to pick myself up and banish the severe misery that engulfs me. 
            
 
            I guess I’m just clinging on, aren’t I? Is my secret hope that we rekindle things properly a foolish one? 
            
 
            Imogen C, Glos
            

         
 
         Dear Imogen,
 
         If you continue to give this man unconditional sex on a regular basis, not only is your hope of rekindling this relationship a foolish one, it is borderline psychotic. I understand how confusing it must be for you because in that moment he seems to be so full of love and desire for you, but the low value you are placing on yourself and your needs means that I doubt he is taking any of it seriously at all.
 
         Right now you are a sexual 24-hour garage – you need to become an organic farmers’ market. If you really do want him back, withhold sex and not just for a month: let him wait six months to a year.
 
         If he still wants you then, there is hope. If not, he will have moved on. Either way, you will have your answer.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            After watching that Asian marriage broker on television [Aneela Rahman, Arrange Me a Marriage, BBC2], I’ve decided to be more open-minded about men in the hope that this year I can find a boyfriend. So, even though I’m an attractive 35-year-old, I’m no longer going to expect to land a tall, handsome man who can dance, drive, doesn’t snore, has a job and is under 50. I’m going to be open to all-comers and be non-judgemental. 
            
 
            But what do you think should I be looking for instead? Aneela talks about the importance of families getting on but, as half of my family don’t speak to one another, that’s just not an option. What in your view are the real deal-breakers? 
            
 
            Penny B, Bury St Edmunds
            

         
 
         
            “The very best we can hope for from the people we choose to spend our lives with is that, when we are with them, we feel like a better version of ourselves, not an edited highlights package.”
            

         
 
         Dear Penny,
 
         I don’t know how long you’ve been single but you sound desperate enough to make a monumental mistake. Using phrases like ‘be less judgemental’ conjures up images of you writing to tattooed lovelies on Death Row. Friends who are in relationships often berate their single friends for being too fussy, but this is really just their way of urging you to be as unhappy as they are. Being with someone will always be about compromise but the trick is to learn when you have given away too much. The list you give means nothing. Meet the right man and you would throw it out the window – equally you don’t want to become too open. There is nothing very attractive about turning yourself into a fleshy version of Cinderella’s slipper by trying on a lot of men until you find the right one.
 
         For me, there is only one real deal-breaker. Does being with the person in question mean that you cut good friends out of your life or alter the food you eat, the movies you watch, the music you listen to?
         
 
         Never lose yourself in a partner because ultimately we are all alone. I think the very best we can hope for from the people we choose to spend our lives with is that, when we are with them, we feel like a better version of ourselves, not an edited highlights package.
 
         It’s a new year, Penny – make it the year you become happy in your own company and others will surely follow.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            On my birthday I received a card and letter from a girlfriend whom I split up with 30 years ago. In her letter, she explained how I had been the love of her life, why she thought our relationship of nine months had ended and how her life had been miserable since then. I have no wish to have anything to do with her, but am at a loss as to how to respond. Do I ignore it, or write and explain that it is a part of my life I would prefer to forget? 
            
 
            Tony O, Chippenham 
            

         
 
         Dear Tony,
 
         Don’t pretend – you are thrilled to have received this letter. Your concern suggests that you think these are the thoughts of a well-adjusted human being. I can imagine you reading it aloud to anyone who will listen. Of course this woman wasn’t able to get over you for 30 years. Who could blame her?
         
 
         Don’t flatter yourself. Clearly this letter has nothing to do with you. The writer is deeply unhappy and, in her desperate search for joy, she has recalled a time in her life when she wasn’t quite so miserable. You could ignore it, but that seems rude.
 
         Why not send a short reply saying that you are very flattered and that you remember that time fondly? Explain that you would prefer not to meet up because you will have both changed so much it could destroy your precious memories.
 
         Of course, we could both have got this wrong. Maybe she has sent this letter to every guy she ever dated in the hopes of getting a ‘for old times’ sake’ shag. I’ve heard of worse ideas.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I’m dreading my summer holiday in Rhodes this year. I’m overweight and feel the problem is so bad that I’m beyond help. I refuse to let my husband see me naked so you can imagine how I feel about hitting the beach in a bikini. Sometimes I envy those Arab women in their burkas, able to cover up all their wobbly bits. 
            
 
            When I was younger I had a lovely slender figure, but since I’ve had three children the pounds have piled on. I’m also plagued with nasty thread veins and very bad cellulite. I hate hospitals so liposuction is out of the question and it’s too late for Weight Watchers (we leave in two weeks’ time). Although I’ve been frantically scrubbing my legs with one of those prickly loofahs, they’re just as bumpy as ever. 
            
 
            I’m not dangerously fat – only a size 16 – but my confidence is really low at the moment. Beach life is the last thing I feel like, but it’s too late to change our holiday. Tell me what I should do. 
            
 
            Stella P, North Yorkshire
            

         
 
         Dear Stella,
 
         I understand how much you must be dreading your holiday. In your mind lurks that woman in a bikini who advertises every bottle of sun protection, every flight and every hotel. The good news is that she is busy modelling for ads – she won’t be there.
 
         The beaches will be packed with women like you with a variety of imperfect lumps and limbs. The beach is a great leveller – I refer you to every cover of Heat magazine. Learn to love the body you have because I’m not really getting the impression that you want to change. Someone who was really unhappy would be taking more serious measures than waving a loofah at the problem.
         
 
         Let it go and have a great holiday.
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            I have appalling taste in men. I’ve lost count of the number of bounders, rotters and good-for-nothings I’ve dated over the years. One boyfriend abandoned me at midnight at Lagos airport (he snaffled the last seat on an outbound plane). Another dumped me at my own birthday party, then spent the night with my former best friend. Now that I’ve reached the grand old age of 32 I’m absolutely determined to pick a solid, loving, dependable type, who will father my children and love me even when I’m grizzled and hoary. 
            
 
            There are still quite a few decent men out there, but the problem is I never fancy them. Torn between a weekend hill walking in Wales with a nice, normal guy and an illicit, no-strings weekend in Paris with a man who will never hold my hand in public, it’s a no-brainer. I can never resist the charm of the cad. How do I go about rewiring my brain before it’s too late and my eggs dry up? 
            
 
            Minna D, Essex
            

         
 
         Dear Minna,
 
         Excuse me while I pop on a wig, slip into a fat suit and go all Oprah on you. This has nothing to do with men and everything to do with you. For some reason you think that these rubbish boyfriends are all you deserve. Or perhaps you have fallen into the trap of believing that, because these cut-price Colin Farrells are so miserly with their affection, the little bit they bestow on you is somehow worth more than the straightforward generous love of a decent man.
 
         True, the bounders and rotters can be exciting, but the sad truth is that, as you are 32, they will probably quit before you get a chance to outgrow them.
 
         There is a series of questions you must ask yourself. Why do you apparently enjoy being unhappy? What is the reason you crave drama? What makes you smart enough to spot a pattern but too stupid to stop it?
 
         Kate Moss is a supermodel and even she’s managed it. I understand the attraction you feel, but I beg you to try to break the cycle before you end up doing a photo-shoot in OK! with Darren Day.
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            Over the past year I’ve met a lot of new single people and we’ve become quite a gang. I’ve grown close to several of them and it feels like it’s more than just a new crowd of party people. I really value them because, until I met this lot, life was quite quiet. All my old friends are married with kids. 
            
 
            Very gradually I’ve fallen for one of the chaps. I let myself think that it might even come to something, though I don’t have much confidence in that department. He was very tactile, always sitting close and putting his arm around me, to the extent that other friends were wondering what was going on. So the other day I declared myself. Reaction: total surprise. 
            
 
            He was charming about it, saying he was flattered but the spark wasn’t there for him, though he thought I was wonderful. I’m very upset as I had allowed myself some ridiculous projections into the future. Still, I’m a seasoned enough campaigner to know I’ve got to move on and I’m already doing well on that front. 
            
 
            What worries me more is how I could have got it so wrong. What am I missing? I thought that if a chap sits or stands close, strokes my hair and rubs my shoulders as we chat to friends, it’s a sign that he’s interested. Is that a normal way for ‘mates’ to behave? How can I do better next time? 
            
 
            Ada (40), London
            

         
 
         Dear Ada,
 
         You are 40 and the great thing about getting a little bit is older is that we learn nothing. The only thing age teaches us is new ways for our heart and loins to humiliate us. While some man is shifting uncomfortably and assuring you he is very flattered, this, of course, is scant comfort. But wouldn’t you rather let your heart be a ping-pong ball in an under-15s amateur tournament than always be certain of the emotional outcome?
         
 
         You did nothing wrong and you can do nothing better next time. Who knows what was going on with Mr Touchy-Feely? Maybe he was trying to pluck up courage. Perhaps he was making a point to someone else in the group. Maybe he’s gay. The point is, if we choose to, we can imagine that a bowl of soup fancies us. ‘Oh the steam was blowing towards my face. When I put my spoon in the bowl the soup lapped right to the edge.’
         
 
         Don’t be put off by this knock-back, Ada. The heart is the Jordan of the human body – fearless, resilient and stupid.
 
         
            Dear Graham, 
            
 
            My boyfriend and I are planning our first holiday and can’t agree on what to do. I’ve had a juicy invitation to Italy from friends who have hired a fabulous villa in Ravello overlooking the sea, but he doesn’t want to go. He says our first holiday should be ‘just us’. 
            
 
            My worry is that, if we spend an entire week alone together, we might not get on. It’s so much easier to sparkle when there are other people to perform for, don’t you think? It is also more expensive doing the hotel option than sharing a villa with friends, and we are bound to end up somewhere grim. 
            
 
            How do I persuade him to change his mind? 
            
 
            Tara W, Hemel Hempstead
            

         
 
         Dear Tara,
 
         This isn’t really about a holiday, is it? I fear your tan will last longer than your relationship. I admit that your option does sound a lot more fun, but it is sweet that he wants to spend time alone with you.
 
         Even before you’ve stepped on a plane, I suspect you two are in very different places. It sounds as if he wants a girlfriend he can gaze at on a candlelit terrace marvelling at her skin and the way a gentle breeze has caught her hair – while you are still looking for a boyfriend to hold your drink while you go to the loo.
 
         Changing his mind won’t help. Even if he agrees to the villa, he’ll hate it. Far better to delay your first holiday together until you are coming from the same place. If you ignore me, remember this: pack your clothes in separate suitcases, because the chance of you travelling home together is slimmer than Calista Flockhart.

      

      
    

  


End of sample
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