
Do you live with a
family secret?
How has it affected your life?
Do you still struggle with it?
E-mail us at
familysecrets@thetimes.co.uk
Or write to us at: Family Secrets,
times2, 1 Pennington Street,
London E98 1TT
Anonymity guaranteed

Do you have advice
for this writer?
If so, you could either e-mail us
on the above address, or go to:
timesonline.co.uk/relationships
Your advice may be printed on
this page next week

My first husband abused me physically and emotionally, but
our children will never know, says an anonymous reader

See Nigella’s tips for preparing this
fabulously Fifties pudding, and see more of
her recipes at timesonline.co.uk/nigella

T his is a secret that has
churned away inside me
for years, but I could never,
ever tell anyone about it.

When I married my first husband,
aged 18, it was because I was scared
of him. He’d been my boyfriend
since I was 15 and he was so jealous
and possessive that I spent my life
walking on eggshells and trying to
keep him happy. My parents didn’t
like him but I thought I knew
better.
Besides, he threatened constantly

that if I ever stopped being with
him, one day he “would swing” for
me. That meant he would kill me,
and I believed him.
Of course, the jealousy didn’t go

away just because I was now “his”.
In fact, it got worse. I was interro-
gated all the time about where I was
going, who I was with, what I’d
been doing. I was accused, all the
time, of “having it off” with the
butcher, the greengrocer, the man
down the street.

By the time I had two children I
was trapped. I was emotionally,
psychologically, sexually and phys-
ically abused for many, many years.
He controlled me in every way.
The violence got worse. I can’t

bring myself to go into the details,
even to myself, but they culminated
in adulterous relationships and a
spyhole in the bedroom ceiling.
By the time I considered death a

better option than life, I had two
small children to consider; I was
desperate to keep my despair
hidden from them.
Why did I not leave? They seem

such silly reasons now. I had no-
where to go. I once tried to escape
with the children to my mother’s
but he came after us, banging on the
doors and windows like a madman.
I took the children home on his
promise that he wouldn’t attack me,
and it all started again.
Secondly, I thought that there

was still a person that I loved inside
the monster I lived with, and that if
I could just act how he wanted me
to, everything would be all right.
Thirdly, I didn’t feel I was a “prop-

er person”. Every single bit of self-
belief or self-esteem was gone. I was
worse than a drudge or a doormat.
Physical and sexual abuse goes on

and on. There is degradation and
humiliation all the time but, deep
inside, you always feel that it’s your

own fault, that you must have
wanted it in some unknown way or
that you colluded in it — because
you allowed it to happen. Therefore
you are guilty.
I found my strength after driving

our car in the pouring rain one thun-
dery night, with the aim of smash-

ing it at speed into a wall and killing
myself. I couldn’t do it because of
my children. My heart broke that
night.
But it was to be my epiphany. The

next day, when he arrived home
from work, in the usual rage, I stood
up straight and I heard words com-
ing out of my mouth. “I’m not play-
ing this game any longer.” Once it
had been said, there was no way of
going back. He was stunned. Those
words were really all it took.
Now, years later, happily settled

in a loving second marriage, and a
grandmother several times over, I
still hide this secret. I couldn’t bear
my children to learn the truth of all
that went on between me and their
father, the father they still see. Nor
could I bear to share it with my
loving husband. When I see stories
in the paper of girls driven to do
dreadful things by the men in their
lives, I understand the place they
are in completely. And I know
exactly why they can’t get out.
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11 glacé cherries, approx 75g
total weight
100g flour
1 tsp baking powder
¼ tsp bicarbonate of soda
100g soft butter
100g caster sugar
2 eggs
Method
1 Preheat the oven to 200C/Gas 6.

Butter a tarte Tatin tin (24cm wide at

the top and 20cm diameter at the

bottom) or use a 23cm cake tin

(neither loosebottomed nor

springform).

2 Sprinkle 2 tbsp sugar onto the

buttered base, and then arrange the

pineapple slices to make a circular

pattern as in the picture.

3 Fill each pineapple ring with a

glacé cherry, and then dot one in

each of the spaces in between.

4 Put the flour, baking powder,

bicarbonate of soda, butter, caster

sugar and eggs into a food processor

and run the motor until the batter is

smooth. Then pour in the 3 tbsp

pineapple juice to thin it a little.

5 Pour this mixture carefully over the

pineapple rings; it will only just cover

it, so spread it out gently.

6 Bake for 30 minutes, then ease a

spatula around the edge of the tin,

place a plate on top and, with one

deft — ha! — move, turn it

upside-down.

Every day this week in times2:
More exclusive Nigella Express recipes

On Friday we will give details on how to obtain
cards of the these recipes

I

family secrets

This is a bit before my time, but I

have vague nursery memories of a

friend of my grandmother making a

version of this, which she would

serve with a warm sauce made of

pineapple juice thickened with (I

imagine) cornflour. That I can do

without, but I still think that it is

perfectly all right to make this with

canned pineapple rings. I feel it is

slightly bad sport to start peeling

and slicing your own pineapple.

I recommend going for the one in

its own juice rather than in syrup,

and I add some of the juice to the

sponge, too. This seems to help

make it light and fluffy.

I have found that the best way of

keeping this swift is by baking it in

my copper tarte Tatin tin; if you are

using a regular cake tin, be prepared

to add a few minutes to the cooking

time.

Serves 8
Butter for greasing
2 x 15ml tbsp sugar
6 slices pineapple from a 425g
can, plus
3 x 15ml tbsp of the juice

Pineapple
upside-down
cake
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I thought that there
was still a person

that I loved inside
the monster

The violent bully who
drove me to the edge
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The shame of
another scandal

Nuts about cuts

For a brochure, call 01283 742383 quoting JS095

Fascinating Vietnam

Fully-escorted price includes:
• Return flights from Heathrow
• Four and five-star B&B hotel accommodation
• Services of an experienced tour manager
• A visit to Hanoi, including the Temple of Literature

and Ho Chi Minh’s mausoleum
• A leisurely cruise aboard a converted Chinese junk 

in the limestone archipelago of Halong Bay

• A visit to the awe-inspiring Citadel and Forbidden City 
in the former imperial capital, Hu

• A visit to Hoi An, a beautiful town and beach resort 
in Vietnam

• A stay in the heart of exciting Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City)
visiting the fascinating Cu-Chi tunnels, a poignant reminder 
of the Vietnam war

Enjoy a fascinating tour, visiting all the main sights of Vietnam, the very essence of Indochina, experiencing its captivating blend 
of French colonial history and Vietnamese life.

Departures on selected dates:
October 2007 – December 2008 flying from Heathrow 
Connecting regional flights available at a supplement

13 days in Vietnam from only £1,499 or 16 days in Vietnam and Cambodia from only £1,729  

Prices based on two people sharing a twin room. Travel insurance is not included but is strongly recommended. Single rooms available at a supplement. This holiday is operated by Riviera Travel, ATOL 3430 Abta V4744 protected,
a company independent of Times Newspapers Ltd. For further information please write to Riviera Travel, New Manor, 328 Wetmore Road, Burton upon Trent, Staffs, DE14 1SP quoting The Times. JS095
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T
his may not be the best mo-
ment to extol the virtues of
London. The city is halfway
through a three-day Tube
strike. As I write, no one
knows if London will come to

a standstill (any more than it usually does),
or whether — more likely — it will hobble
on with stories exchanged about how it’s
taken five hours to get into work: two
trains, bus, cab, dog sled. London frustrates
its citizens even when everything’s work-
ing; when it breaks down an air of fatalism
descends. This is a dysfunctional city, it has
nervous breakdowns. They aren’t pleasant
to negotiate but Londoners do.
The capital is a lumbering beast — and we

love it that way. (Maybe not today, but most
of the time.) You can always spot someone
who is living here for the worst reasons —
make money, go home, get up, make more
money — because they complain loudest
about London’s faults. “Nothing ever
works,” they tut. But they take no pleasure
in the astonishing range of things to do and
see here. I once heard a Northerner reel off
that great canard that Londoners are un-
friendly, but you could tell that with his
dead eyes and self-satisfied posturing he
was the genuine article: a sad, miserable
whinger wasting his time in one of the
world’s most engaging cities. Londoners
can be grumpy and selfish, but the city
makes us animated at least.
Anti-London bias is everywhere; it’s a

national sport, a hobby. Sneering at Lon-
don, sneering at Londoners, sneering at the
capital and its ways, is acceptable. The BBC
is by far the worst offender: it is obsessed
with whatever’s going on outside London —
it has even instituted a plan to move lots of
staff to Salford. Quite rightly, the corpora-
tion doesn’t want to be seen as London-cen-
tric, or London-biased. But does it really
need to be so anti-London to compensate?
Every night, this manifests itself on the

weather forecast by mostly leaving “the
South East” to the last sweep of a hand —
London is rarely mentioned by name, that
would be far too pro-capital and anti the
regions. All this after a leisurely, slow sweep
through the South West and up the Welsh
coast to “Manchester” and “Glasgow” and
“Aberdeen” and back through “Newcastle”

and “Leeds” . . . What would happen if the
forecaster said “London” one day? Maybe
the fear is that his or her expression would
break into a massive grin, that they wouldn’t
be able to contain themselves. “It’s sunny
and 23 degrees in LONDON, where all the
interesting people live and it’s FABULOUS.”
As for the BBC’s great London-set soap,

EastEnders, it inhabits a Cockney dream ver-
sion of the city: a real Albert Square house
would sell for around £750,000-£1 million
and the Vic would be a gastropub entirely
populated by creative types and bankers.
London is derided for its elitism — but

this is where the banks and big institutions
are; it’s where the action is; the best in art

and culture, the money, the big-time, the
freaks and posers and dreamers. It’s where
the elite’s going to be. It’s “violent”, you
hear, but violent crime blooms across all
parts of the country, most recently in Liver-
pool with the horrific murder of Rhys
Jones. I feel far safer on a London street at
any time of the day or night than I do in
other English cities and small towns, with
their regenerated — read cavernous and ill-
conceived — centres, full of mega-pubs and
an air of violence.
London is the capital of this nation and it

should be celebrated as such. It will host the
Olympics in 2012, it is a constant source of
delight and mystery, and it is ferocious and
uncompromising. It is the political, financial

and cultural powerhouse of Britain. The
country’s metropolitan cities, no matter the
benevolent regard paid to them by the BBC
and other bodies, cannot hold a candle to
the capital; and it’s absurd to pretend other-
wise. The Great North Run is not the Lon-
donMarathon; for brassy department stores
Harrods and Harvey Nicks in Knightsbridge
will always kick ass over the likes of that hid-
eous Selfridges monstrosity in Birmingham.
London has a myriad of theatres, hun-

dreds of cinemas, every cuisine imaginable,
every culture, every melting pot. Where else
would you have contests like the one for
London Mayor, featuring a controversial
lefty who likes newts, set against a toff with
an unbeatable track record in causing
offence? Where do Hollywood stars go
when they come to the UK? Where can you
have a coffee and cake at 4am, as every kind
of street-life streams past? London.
Time Out, the capital’s weekly listings

magazine, has taken to celebrating the capi-
tal most volubly with brilliant, witty pieces
on its history and stuff like strange things
overheard on the Underground: “Harry Pot-
ter is way better than the Bible”; “If you
don’t know what BJ means, ask your mum”.
Ultimately, it is London’s geography that

makes it great (or, at least distinct). Buy
Peter Ackroyd’s London: The Biography or
Neil Bartlett’s Skin Lane, or Sarah Waters’s
novels, including Fingersmith or The Night
Watch. All of these writers evoke, pungent-
ly, the seamy and labyrinthine histories of
the capital’s thoroughfares and communi-
ties. Waters told me once that she pounded
the streets to evoke them correctly and
pored over maps in libraries to get the now-
extinct ones right.
That’s the key to London, especially this

difficult week: walk it. The persistence of
history, seen most immediately on foot, is
one of the most alluring things about this
city — even though the capital keeps recast-
ing itself with new buildings and diversions
all the time. A remorseless palimpsest, it’s a
mess but it makes sense. It isn’t a dreary
grid like New York. It isn’t clean. It isn’t
quiet. It’s a city which changes its shape, but
not its nature. It drives you mad but — even
with the transport system creaking towards
disaster as it is this week — it seduces you
over and over again.

Larry Craig is in, as they say, a strange place.

He has resigned as Idaho’s Republican

senator after allegedly trying to solicit sex

from another man — unfortunately for him, an

undercover police officer — in a Minneapolis

airport toilet. “I apologise for what I have

caused,” he says. He maintains he is not gay,

though concedes: “I have little control over

what people choose to believe.” The

ex-senator has a record of opposing gay

rights. Not many tears are being shed.

There is something depressing that

politicians and public figures (recall the Lord

Browne imbroglio in May) can be bought

down by such a scandal, though — brutally —

if both men had been honest in the first

place, would they have been so vulnerable?

I volunteer for the helpline London Lesbian

and Gay Switchboard (020-7837 7324).

Some of the most moving calls are from men

and women, many older, who are too scared

to come out. Fear, shame, circumstance —

even a clotted mixture of all three — eat

away. One colleague points out that some

men who engage in gay sex don’t define

what they’re doing as “gay” because they’re

married or perceive themselves as straight.

They separate the sex act from their sexual

identity. One hopes these men are having

safer sex with all their partners (and don’t

end up looking as silly as ex-Senator Craig).

Anti-London bias
manifests itself on
the weather forecast
by leaving ‘the
South East’ to the
last sweep of a hand
— London is rarely
mentioned by name

London is our
capital — can’t we
celebrate that?

Chief rottweilers Paxman and Humphrys
are concerned about budget cuts on
Newsnight and Today. Humphrys says
that BBC chiefs should consider axeing
one of the digital channels, BBC Three or
BBC Four, instead. (What? No more Two
Pints of Lager and a Packet of Crisps?
Nooooo.) However, Humphrys doesn’t
address the question he put to Paxman
on Today when Paxman sounded off
about declining broadcasting standards
— in a nutshell: If you feel so strongly,
how about taking a pay cut?
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