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'The abuse wasn't about sex. It was about control'

Her vibrators, babydoll nighties and fluffy handcuffs have made Ann Summers boss Jacqueline Gold a multimillionaire, but behind the success is a darker story of child abuse, struggles with infertility and depression 

Simon Garfield, The Observer

Sunday April 15, 2007

After sitting for a while in her large office in her huge headquarters in Surrey, and talking in depth about grim subjects and suppressed memories, I began to wonder when the fun would start. Jacqueline Gold's empire is founded on fun - fun in the bedroom, fun in her Ann Summers and Knickerbox shops - but our conversation had been grounded in the realities of life and the importance of honesty, and in her failure to have children and her depression, and we were both shifting uneasily in our chairs as the sky darkened. But then she leant back and opened a cupboard on the right of her desk, and she got out the vibrators.

 I had brought the subject up; rude not to, really. And she responded by grasping four or five samples in coloured plastic, each shiny and proud and elaborate with their varying speeds and excitations, and she twisted them and pressed them until each one was moving around her desk like Michael Flatley with his ankles tied together. The samples included the big boy, the famous Rampant Rabbit Thruster, the one that stimulated in many ways at the same time, the product from China that had brought more women into her stores than any other. After a short while they all blurred into one: the Platinum Rampant Rabbit, the Tornado, the Ultra Seven, the Carousel.

I became confused as to which was which, so she made my selection for me. She picked up the phone and talked to an assistant: 'Can you please get me a Rabbit Thruster and an Elite? For Simon. Thank you.'

They arrived in plastic packaging, and Gold looked them over. 'That's the latest one,' she said with delight. 'You will probably want a bag.'

A few weeks later, Gold chaired a marketing meeting in her boardroom. Apart from the woman who brought the tea, it was all men and fairly serious. There was a discussion about a new Ann Summers advertising campaign, and some talk of new products, one of which pleasured in sync with music, and another that thrilled remotely. This was the Love Bug, a matt silver egg with four pulse settings: 'Picture the scene,' the promotional material implores. 'Dinner a deux in your favourite restaurant when suddenly whoosh - vibrations so divine you're clenching the tablecloth in ecstasy.' The remote control has a range of six metres. 'Whisper-quiet, this baby works internally or externally for some serious clitoral lovin'.' And then, in a sentence all on its own, the bad and puzzling news: 'Not for use in Cyprus.'

Gold mentioned that it had been a good Christmas and a wonderful Valentine's, and the mood was expansive. But it wasn't only Ann Summers that was doing well. At 46, Jacqueline Gold was doing well too, her profile high following recent television appearances on Fortune (in which she gave away £200,000 of her own money to deserving causes), and The Verdict, a courtroom simulation in which she found an alleged rapist not guilty. She had recently been to Buckingham Palace to meet the Queen, a women-in-business do, and she says that the Queen had just seen her name tag and her job title when suddenly whoosh - she tried to move away. Camilla was more interested: 'You're the woman from The Verdict,' she announced. They met midway through the four-day broadcast, and Camilla asked 'Can you possibly tell me who wins?'. Gold told her that she was contracted not to reveal the outcome under any circumstances. 'Oh go on,' she remembers the Duchess of Cornwall saying. 'I won't tell anyone.'

Throughout the marketing meeting, Gold was demure, soft-spoken, determined, feline. But no one talked over her as she spoke, and when she saw something she didn't like in a forthcoming catalogue she was assured that it would be changed immediately. On either side of the long table there was a six-foot blow-up of an air-brushed photograph of Gold's face and shoulders, and the words 'A Woman's Courage' in gold script. These had just arrived, and Gold had not seen them before. She looked at them with pride. 'Will they actually be that size?' she asked. They would be, and were heading for the windows of all 135 Ann Summers shops, part of a huge promotion for her forthcoming memoir. A briefing paper at the meeting outlined what else was going to happen with the book. There was to be an 'A4 tensile wire' in the stores; there were going to be exclusive account card-holders meet-and-greets; 7,500 Ann Summers party organisers would be offered personally signed copies; all 500 staff at the Surrey headquarters would be invited to a drinks reception on publication.

This was an unusual promotion for an unusual book. A Woman's Courage was not the regular celebrity autobiography, in so far as it did not really discuss her brilliant career. There wasn't even much about how the Ann Summers shops (originally bought by her father in 1972) owed their success to creating a comfortable environment where women could feel confident about their sexuality. Instead, Gold revealed a less pulsating part of her life, a story of child abuse, troubled parents, failed relationships, struggles with IVF and depression. Apart from that it was laughs all the way.

'With me, it's almost the worse things get, the more I achieve,' Gold told me at her home on the edge of Westerham, an ancient and scenic village in Kent, after she had been photographed in a red dress and a white dress and in her Mercedes with the number plate J Gold. 'I had no doubts at all about writing about being sexually abused. It's been a secret for 25 years, but after I had counselling for certain events in my life I came out the other side completely free about what had been haunting me. It was liberating, a great feeling, and suddenly I had this need to share it with other people.'

Gold does much public speaking, and she says that at women-only events she is often approached by women asking her how she has overcome particular obstacles in her life, and they tell her the problems in theirs. 'I often thought, "God, if you only knew ..." So I think I have a responsibility to tell people what had really happened.'

Her abuser was her mother's second husband, a man she calls John; she never refers to him as her stepfather. In the book she describes how she was 'groomed', and of the fear she felt at night and on holiday when John visited her in her room. 'John's abuse went beyond the sexual,' she writes. 'He was one of those people who was menacing, even when he wasn't around. My mum became totally submissive to him ... His influence meant that she would put me down, often in front of people. I often remember her saying in front of visitors, "Jacqueline's so plain and clumsy."'

'The book isn't about revenge,' Gold told me, 'because that isn't the type of person I am. I am not a victim, and I avoid anybody who treats me like one. People have said to me, "Well surely you're now going to take this to court." But no I'm not, because I don't want to put myself through that experience.'

She believes that the abuse did not affect her subsequent relationships with men (she has been married and divorced, an unsuitable young pairing). 'I never saw the abuse in terms of sex,' she says. 'It was about power and being controlled. My relationship with my mother as well as John was a very cold relationship, but when you meet a boyfriend they're warm.

'My mother had dementia, she got it very young, probably when she was 63, probably brought on by alcohol. I never met anyone like her. The best way I can describe her is that she was almost scared of life. I remember when she was in her early sixties, I used to go round there twice a week, and she always had this innocent look. She'd be smiling, pleased to see me, and I put my arms around her and she'd stand there limp, arms by her side, as if she didn't know how to return love.'

Gold says that her mother was aware of the abuse and ignored it. Her death from cancer in 2003 enabled her daughter to discuss her childhood with those she could trust, including her younger sister Vanessa. 'I'm very close to her, and even she didn't know.' Then she adds: 'Oh, well of course she knew ...'

When Gold was working on her first draft, her sister sent her an email. 'One of my most painful early memories was the day you left home - I suppose I must have been about 11 ... I don't remember any big goodbyes, any hugs or any words being spoken, just emptiness ... I would do anything not to be left in the house with him on my own after you left. I also begged Mum not to leave me at home alone with him but more often than not she would.'

'Even years afterwards it never occurred to me that he would be abusing Vanessa as well,' Gold says, 'and that she was a survivor of it too. I hate myself for it. But I was 18, and I was thinking, "I'm going to escape". I really didn't think she was vulnerable.'

When we met, her book had yet to arrive from the printers, and she was anxious about how her friends and relatives would respond. 'You want people to know,' she reasons, 'but you don't want to tell them. It's too painful. It's also frightening not knowing how they're going to react, and fearing that they might invalidate your feelings. That happened on a couple of occasions. I remember with my ex-husband, right at the beginning of our relationship, I was 18, I sort of hinted and tried to tell him what had happened, and his response was, "I'm sure he's really a nice man, I'm sure he didn't mean it", and to hear that when you've been through so much is the type of thing that puts you off telling people, because it makes you feel not worthy and 100 times worse.'

Her father, the businessman David Gold, who found wealth with porno mags before expanding into football clubs and private jets, read about his daughter's trauma for the first time in the manuscript of her book. 'An incredibly difficult thing for him,' she says. 'I tried to prepare him in the best way I could, but he had no idea. Telling my ghostwriter was a lot easier than telling my family. My father was incredibly upset, he had violent thoughts towards him. For me, that was a great thing to hear. I only ever wanted to hear someone say they wanted to go and beat the shit out of him. I'd never ever had my feelings validated in that way. I'd had my own dreams about taking a gun to his head. It's weird talking about it now. You naturally think back to that period and get the physical symptoms of pins and needles and you know ...'

She removes her boots and curls up on the cream sofa in her lounge. Her home is a converted barn, and she has done it up in comforting beiges and warm wood. The grounds are beautifully manicured, and she is proud of the many ducks that return each year to her pond. As she sets up a roaring fire she observes that the rooms are great but the staircase in the entrance hall is a problem. 'It's just in the wrong place.'

What do the wealthy - those worth about £150 million - do about a staircase in the wrong place?

'I may have it moved to one side.'

I ask whether she was still seeing a therapist.

'No, but I'd recommend it. If someone had told me I'd be like one of those people ... if someone had told me they had depression I'd be like, "Oh for God's sake get a life ..." I'm ashamed to say it.'

Did money help in any way?

'I don't think money did help. I don't know if you've ever known anyone with depression, but the worst thing is you lose your motivation. And that's very much a core part of my being. Despite the fact that I couldn't get up in the morning, I had this determination to fix myself. I kept going to my doctor and she kept on saying, "It's because your mother died", but I knew it wasn't just that. Eventually she sent me to the Priory to see a psychiatrist, who diagnosed me with major depressive syndrome within an hour. When he said it to me I was so shocked, and when I got over the shock I said to her, "You know, I will do whatever it takes to get myself better".'

She took the latest anti-depressive drugs, from which she has recently withdrawn without side-effects. In part, the depression was brought on by her unsuccessful attempts to have children with Dan Cunningham, 17 years her junior, her boyfriend for five years. They had been trying for nine months when they decided to have tests, and then IVF. 'Sometimes it just doesn't happen,' Gold said. 'So I thought, OK, it's not a problem, we'll just do it another way. I always think, if there's a problem, there's always a solution. But Dan didn't see it like that. He couldn't see a way out of the problem and just became very negative. And the pressure increased each month. The process we had to go through was very difficult - I'm not blaming the hospital, because obviously they're bound by regulations, but it was horrendous. Hours filling out forms with a nurse, so stressful, and they're obliged to tell you the things that might go wrong even though the chances are one in a billion, and then you have to get your doctor and I don't know how many people to say you're fit parents.

'And then the first IVF treatment failed. I'm the sort of person who perseveres, but each time it wasn't successful Dan found that very difficult to deal with. The disappointment was dreadful for him. He found it difficult to talk about it. It's very draining; you can't be the one who's always trying to be upbeat all the time. There were times when I felt like I was breathing for two people.'

The second treatment took place in the same week as her mother's funeral. 'Looking back it was madness to suggest I should do it, but by this time we'd moved hospitals and specialists, and the specialist felt that the timing was important. And we had the benefit of going private. Imagine what it must be like for people who can't afford it, and they're only allowed to have one attempt. Couples breaking up through the whole experience is very common, but it never crossed my mind that there was a possibility that might happen.'

Their relationship ended at the beginning of 2006, and she has been single, and childless, since. At 46, she wasn't yet resigned to the prospect of not having a family. 'I'm not that type of person. I'm still a healthy girl. Of course I'll be deeply disappointed if it doesn't happen, but I don't look at every man I see and think, "I wonder if this is the father of my children."'

Perhaps money is a problem; men may feel intimidated. 'I used to think that. I had lunch with Jeffrey Archer the other day. We've worked together a couple of times and I like Jeffrey, and he said to me, "You are going to have such trouble meeting someone after this show [Fortune, the opening credits showing her lavish lifestyle, the programme itself displaying her generosity]. Guys will be intimidated by you because of your wealth and your success." But I don't agree with Jeffrey. I have found that's true in the past, but that's more to do with my thinking. I think I'm a different person to how I was with Dan. I'm just so much more relaxed, and obviously more confident because when you're in a relationship that's going downhill you do lose your confidence.'

I asked her about internet dating, and she said she had friends who did it but it wasn't for her: she liked to feel a spark, she explained, and liked to be around men even if she didn't fancy them. It was getting to that point when an interviewer is almost obliged to ask her whether she uses her own products, but then I reasoned, 'Of course she does, it would be bad business not to'.

And business is booming. In the last public accounts, her businesses generated a total gross turnover of £143.3m, up 16.5 per cent on the previous year. Profits were £2.8m, up from £2.2m. Her biggest sellers were, from the top, the Rampant Rabbit Thruster, the Cosmopolitan chemise, the edible thong, the Blush Babydoll, the Joyrider toy, the Sexercise book, the NEW naughty nurse outfit, handcuffs, the Anna Span 'Toy With Me' DVD, and the Roxanne basque. The greatest growth was seen on the internet, where you never have to feel even mildly embarrassed: turnover was up 30 per cent.

'I've always been a great fan of multi-channel retailing,' Gold confesses, as if she was admitting to liking Bobby Goldsboro. 'Retail, party plan [like Tupperware parties but with lingerie and toys], mail order, internet and, obviously, vending machines.' She acknowledges that there is still not much competition. 'Boots have considered it, but to me that's a very clinical environment. To go into Boots and buy a sex toy, you're back in that mentality of "There must be something wrong with me".'

What she really wants, she says, 'is the next Rampant Rabbit'. When I first met her in her office she showed me something that she hopes may be just the thing. Details are embargoed until the autumn, and a man may not be the best judge of the prototype. But I can reveal that it was long. And it vibrates. And it probably won't be for use in Cyprus.

· A Woman's Courage is published by Ebury, £6.99


