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God, grant me the serenity

To accept the things I cannot change;

Courage to change the things I can;

And wisdom to know the difference.







With thanks to Peter Bennett for his professional support.



Thanks to Brunina, Eva and Caroline, my best girlfriends.
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PROLOGUE

You’ve probably seen me in movies or on TV, or read about me in the media. Never mind a book – you could fill an entire library with what other people have said about me. And when I was young, I used to follow it all. I loved it when I read the good stuff but the criticism always got to me so in the end I decided to live my life to the full and not worry about what anyone else thought.

It’s been an incredible ride for someone like me who started off as a little girl in an unremarkable suburb of north Copenhagen. It’s been hectic and full of wonderful experiences but like anyone else I have also had my share of surprises. We all know those moments… when things change and your life takes an unexpected turn. It might be sickness or the loss of loved ones or it could be something amazingly good.

The defining moment in my life came on an afternoon in 1978 when a woman I had never met before tapped me on the shoulder in the street and introduced me to a glamorous existence I could barely have imagined, let alone dream I might inhabit. Me, a skinny, freakishly tall outcast of a teenager – but I became an overnight sensation: a supermodel living out the red carpet dream. I grew up and have lived the rest of my life in public – whether or not I have wanted to have everything on display. That’s just the way it is when the cameras roll: you just have to be there. And that’s how it was for me as the entertainer, the diva, the blonde – Brigitte with the long legs and the big breasts. She was an overnight success and a completely different person from who I used to be – shy, insecure, gawky Gitte from Rødovre in Denmark. It seemed like a fairy tale when I was chosen and I was just too young to know that there was always going to be a price to pay.

Everyone talked about my jet-set lifestyle and a string of very public relationships but with each lurid headline, I became more lonely – I didn’t recognise the person I read about. I compromised who I really was with make-up, a big, open Danish smile and designer clothes. Today I know that I gave away too much of myself to pay for my travels in a world where the men and the media could never have enough from me. I cared so much about their opinions. There were too many occasions when I was not faithful to my true nature and times when I was cheated by those closest to me. In the end, it almost cost me my life.

On my 40th birthday I saw it all so clearly: my existence was no longer bearable. My bubbly, energetic and trusting soul had been all but wiped out, but although there seemed to be only one way out for me at the time I realise now that those experiences, good and bad, have made me who I am today – Gitte Nielsen, not Brigitte. In other words, the person I always used to be happy about being and who I am once again unconditionally proud to be.

I don’t know why so many long years had to pass before I finally accepted myself for who I am, rather than seeing myself as the world saw me, but these days I’ve definitely got my priorities right: first a mother, then a wife and then comes work. I still give my best, but I know what’s more important.



When I finally decided to tell my story, I knew I would have to open my heart and show the whole world who Gitte Nielsen really is – and she’s very different from the confident sex symbol given the name ‘Brigitte’ by a Hollywood movie mogul who decided that ‘Gitte’ didn’t work in films. Gitte didn’t sound like a star, people wouldn’t even know the Danish way of saying it – ‘Ghee-tah’ – and she has been lost inside Brigitte for too long. Being Gitte always seemed safe, whereas Brigitte was the dangerous, exciting one. Being Brigitte was the cause of all my trouble.

My friends told me I should let everyone know what I am really like, and it’s not what you read in the gossip pages. My story, what really happened to me, could have happened to anyone: we all row the same boat. You may even recognise yourself in me. And you may see your story in my adventures – after all, we Danes know all about fairy tales! Hans Christian Andersen wrote some of the best; remember the ugly duckling who grew into the beautiful, long-necked swan? But the Danes also gave the world the Viking – the most feared warrior of them all – even if it was the Victorians who invented the detail of the horned helmet. You’ll find me somewhere between those three points – warrior, graceful swan and, paddling hard to keep up, the ugly duckling, dreaming of being accepted, happy and loved.

I had two cousins who always had long blonde hair and blue eyes, while I was stuck with light brown hair and an endless parade of cold-sores on my lips. My grandmother was the only one who saw anything in the way I looked. She would take my face in her cool hands and smooth my hair back gently. ‘Look at this elegant forehead,’ she whispered to me. ‘You’re going to be beautiful.’

Tell my classmates that. I was bullied mercilessly for my height and my skinniness. I changed schools seven times and I was always very lonely. My academic record was great but I was always the last to be picked for any games and unlike the other girls, I never got love letters. You never forget those years. When I became successful it was the turn of the press to keep me under pressure: they wanted to know every detail about my relationships with the brutal guys I frequently seemed to end up with. It hurt me just as much as any of the taunts at school.

You have to fight for your own happiness, that’s what I know now. You’re the only one in charge of your life. Happiness won’t come easily and you really have to think hard about how you do things.

I think my story will move a lot of people. Some people will be surprised, and others will be upset. Some will ask, ‘Who does she think she is?’ But that’s how it is when you tell the truth. The only person I know for sure will be proud is my dad. He died when he was very young and when he looks down, he’ll smile – and I’ll be smiling back. Dad knew the truth can hurt but that you have to face things without flinching. I’m not really religious myself, except in as much as I believe there is a god who lives on in all of us – that is the divine in everyone, a force for good.

Looking back on my first 47 years I think of the Danish girl who grew up in the west side of ‘60s Copenhagen. She was a powerful thing with an appetite for life and she went looking for experiences that most girls would never even dream of. As Brigitte, life has been fun and fantastic, and I took a lot of chances along the way – probably more than I should have. Mostly, I got away with it pretty much unscathed. I’d always leap into the unknown, dive headlong into swimming pools in my life without checking if there was water in them first. Even though I don’t believe in an actual god, somebody somewhere was watching me. I got away with doing things that, by rights, should have killed me.

I’d like to thank everyone who has been involved in this book and who has helped me. Most of all my fantastic father and Mattia Dessi, my husband, who saved me from the bottle and is the reason why today I am clear and full of energy. And of course my kids, Julian, Killian, Douglas and Raoulino. I love you so much.



Gitte Nielsen

London, May 2011




CHAPTER 1

GOODBYE

Life is leaving me. Slowly… and I can feel it happening. Second by second. The weeks and the months that became years of pain are washing over me and I’m sinking into darkness. I can still make out the walls of my bathroom as I lie on the floor. I’m in the villa on Lake Lugano where I’ve lived for 12 years, but it doesn’t feel real.

The room is big, but somehow it now feels even bigger, as if everything is receding. It’s going away and I don’t care, though once it meant so much to me. We built it ourselves: we put our love and a whole lot of money and sweat into making it a dream home. I try to move, fall heavily back on the floor but don’t notice the pain. This bathroom, like everywhere else in the villa, is light, airy and finished in a grand style. It all looked so elegant, so perfect. This house was going to be our refuge. Now it’s all shaky and hard to make out, a badly-tuned television picture.

The sun streams through the window and even though I can’t feel its warmth, I’m feeling good. I’m wrapped up in cotton wool of my own making. I feel safe. The radio next door drifts through and it sounds distorted, like hearing music underwater. When I was in the bath as a kid I would dunk my head and feel the warmth of the water and a peaceful sensation of the indistinct sounds of the world elsewhere.

I can make out the melody. Celine Dion is singing ‘A New Day Has Come’. I’ve met her many times, and I think about her beauty and that instantly recognisable voice. My own career in music never really took off… now it’s too late. It’s strange how clear my mind is. I’m a bird, no longer frantically flapping but gliding in effortless swoops. I register my senses, the smell of the day’s many cigarettes, the sour, lingering taste of the bottle of Jack Daniel’s which lies empty on its side by the sink. My breath stinks.

How long have I been here now? I can’t tell by the sun whether it’s still morning or afternoon yet. Actually, I don’t know what day it is. It’s probably school time, I decide, because I can’t hear the kids. Where’s my husband Raoul? I don’t know. I honestly don’t care. It won’t be long now.

Two floors down, the cook is preparing something. The sound of the gardener drifts in with birdsong through the open window. We live just outside a village and I think I can also hear the sound of its church bells. Next to me on the floor is the glass which I filled with pills. There were about 25 of them. I swallowed them one at a time and now there’s about five left. The last six or seven were tough; I had to use water to knock them back. They were strong painkillers prescribed for my back pain – with the same effect as Valium.

I’d had the pills for a long time. My left leg is five centimetres longer than the right. As a young girl I’d been diagnosed with scoliosis, which made my spine into an S-shape. I had to wear a medical corset for two years. Every so often I would be almost paralysed with pain and breathing itself became an effort. It felt as if the nerve endings in my back were exposed and someone was grabbing at them. I always had those strong painkillers around for when things got really bad and over the years I’d learned to manage the condition. Now the same pills are going to be used to end my psychological pain.

I think about how the world keeps turning and life in the beautiful surroundings of the lake goes on. All the passion I had for making this place my home has drained away, but I stayed because of the pact I made with myself. I told myself there would be no packing my bags just because things got difficult: I was going to stick it out and have order and stability in my marriage just like my parents had. I’d been determined that I was going to be with my husband until we grew old together. We were going to raise our family here. And I had been very happy to begin with, but what was going to be my own version of paradise had slowly, stealthily, turned into a prison. Everything I once loved, I now hated.

One of the first to discover the charms of Lugano was Charlie Chaplin. Singer Robert Palmer lived and died here. Stravinsky and Tchaikovsky composed on its shores in the shadows of the Alps. It’s almost too pretty, a chocolate-box scene that could seduce anyone.

Our house had been owned by a Swiss baron who was ruined in the casinos back in the 1920s. The building fell into decay until Raoul and I fell in love with it and set to work. We were on the border with Italy where I was doing a lot of TV work. Switzerland was popular with high earners – and it was where Raoul came from. He had to return home and Lugano seemed like a good place to start our life as a married couple. The paparazzi never made it out there and I could escape the stress of my high-maintenance lifestyle. We were secure. You could wander around completely naked if you wanted. Here I could live out my dream of being a normal wife and mother with an ordinary family: I would be Gitte at last.

It wasn’t to be. I should have listened to the voice inside me which was screaming for me to grab the kids and get out of there, but I was determined to make it work and I used everything, all my money, all my energy. Now I had nothing left and I realised that there was no other way out.

I thought our marriage was exactly what I needed, but we haven’t had sex for more than two years. We’ve all heard about cults that brainwash people into doing things they wouldn’t normally do. I didn’t believe that really happened, but now I understand. I can’t bear what I have become and I no longer recognise myself: when I look in the mirror I don’t see smart, strong, independent Gitte. Where is she? I don’t have the strength any more – I’m broken. Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it. I’m on a treadmill fuelled by alcohol – that’s all there is in my life now.

Now I’m sure of what I want: I know I’m doing the right thing. It doesn’t seem selfish to me and I’m not thinking about the kids. Everything makes sense. I haven’t got the resources to plan so there won’t be anything as organised as a suicide note, no instructions for my funeral service, no thought about what should happen with my remains and there’s nothing significant about choosing today to die. It might just as well have been yesterday and it might have come over me tomorrow. Maybe it’s the way the sun is shining through the windows this morning or the quiet drone of activity from the village or the gardener working downstairs. I’m not really sure. I just need peace: I want to smell it, taste it, feel it.

I had considered drowning myself in the lake but the thought of the ice-cold water put me off. I’d heard that death by drowning is the worst of all ways to die. The pills just make me feel light, sleepy. This is the peace I am looking for. I will drift off and never wake up again.

I’m a bit disappointed that it hasn’t happened yet – I thought it would be quicker than this. But now it’s coming. I feel really relaxed and I’m not at all scared. For the first time in a long time there is pain neither in my mind nor my body. I get a strange sensation, something turning in my stomach. I’ve cried so many tears – it feels like I’ve cried every day for years. I’ve become so used to unbearable pain that the sudden absence makes me realise how hard it has been to be me.

No more lies, no more guilt, no more feelings. The world is closing down around me and that reflection I didn’t recognise in the mirror is disappearing as well. I’m smiling, smiling, backing out of the picture. My last thought is of Marilyn Monroe and how she took an overdose. I’ve fallen over again but I don’t feel it.




CHAPTER 2

COPENHAGEN TO CATWALK

I  come from a very small suburb to the north-west of Copenhagen called Rødovre. Pretty middle class but not exactly glamorous. There’s a lake there and if you were Danish, you might pay it a visit on a day out.

My destiny in life was to be a librarian like my mother or maybe a shop assistant. I had a job in a bakery and I wouldn’t have minded staying. I’d have been content to save up for my yearly package holiday and I doubt I’d have dreamed of anything more ambitious than a slightly bigger house or a better car. Everyone would know me for being reliable at work and a good mother to my 2.4 children. The kids would have been good at sports and they’d have had a talent for music which might get them onto X Factor. They’d be popular, the neighbours would remark on how well-behaved they were, they would eventually go to university and they would get good jobs themselves. My script for life wouldn’t have made a blockbuster movie but that’s what should have happened.

But it didn’t. My story was shaped partly by luck and in large part by me. In the alternate reality, little Gitte grew up and never left Denmark and she’s running around after her kids and she’s perfectly satisfied. Even now I still think that I might go back and work in that library or be the neighbourhood baker.

I asked myself why things developed the way they did when I sat down to write my story: I was trying to make sense of some of my darker experiences and I thought that it could all have been so different. Then I became convinced that I didn’t have so much control in what I was doing. You only have one life and it never runs as smoothly as you think it’s going to. It is made up of all these different threads and they have knots which you don’t even see until you step back and really take a good look at yourself. When you’re in the moment you just get yourself past the knots somehow and move on to the next thing. Most of us just don’t have the time to think about our motives. You simply live the life you have with all your mistakes and flashes of genius. Writing about yourself is a really weird thing to do because you get to think about it all properly for the first time.

At least I don’t have any doubt about where it all began for me. I was 16 in the summer in 1978 and I was heading straight for a famous square in Copenhagen we call Gråbrødre Torv. Full of bars with music always playing, it’s popular with tourists and young girls from the suburbs who are desperate for a bit of excitement in their lives. It was a Thursday and the endless playground bullying and ridicule I’d endured for so long was about to come to an end. I was going to be appreciated; I was about to become someone to look up to, whose every whim would be indulged. This would be a fairy tale. And, as in any fairy tale, there would be a huge price to pay.

I was with my girlfriend Susanne and we had spent a couple of hours looking for clothes and shoes in local shops before taking the bus into town. We were so excited. Coming from the drab end of the city, the centre of Copenhagen was always bustling and full of life. We didn’t have much money to spend but we loved to window shop. Copenhagen is a very old town with beautiful churches and I liked looking at all the statues and the buildings with their characteristic copper roofs. You look up and you know you’re somewhere special. My neighbourhood seemed so sad and dark by contrast. We weren’t allowed out often and there was a bit of a thrill about hanging out in town – it felt illicit and very grown-up. We had on the nearest we could get to cool clothes and we knew loads of other teens would be showing off with a beer in Gråbrødre Torv.

Susanne and I always headed for a big tree in the square which was popular with young lovers. We made our way purposefully, arm-in-arm and deep in serious conversation about – what else? – boys. Our first stop was to get a beer at a bar where I was hoping to see a certain tall and blue-eyed bartender named Christian. Between us, Susanne and I had enough for one beer and two bus tickets home. It was all very silly, but it meant everything to us.

We felt at the centre of everything, surrounded as we were by busy people and traffic; it was where all the action in Copenhagen was. I blended in here. Nobody was going to laugh at me for being too tall or too skinny. I could wear whatever I wanted, I could lose myself in the crowd. People here didn’t have the time to stop and be idly malicious. In Rødovre they called me a ‘giraffen’ – Danish for giraffe. I was an awkward, strange creature who always felt out of place.

Copenhagen was where it all came together for me and we were having the best time. Nothing looked more sophisticated, more gorgeous than the square. Apart from Christian. I smiled at him and when he came over to serve us I melted, grinning like an idiot. I was quickly dizzy from my half-a-beer and I didn’t even like the taste of it, but I felt older and it helped my self-esteem. Drinking beer felt like the sort of thing that Christian would approve of and my heart beat faster every time he looked my way.

I made the most of my freedom. It was almost 5 o’clock and I would have to be home by 6. This was my father’s deadline and there was no excuse for missing it. He was unbelievably strict. I would have to be at the dinner table and sitting up straight. Properly straight – Dad had taught me and my brother by making the pair of us sit still with a book on our heads. He had some old-fashioned ideas about parenting and I’m sure he didn’t intend the advantage his lessons gave when I started modelling. While the other girls would be learning how to walk neatly down the runway, I was already on lesson two. Dad’s rules at mealtimes extended to ensuring that our elbows were always down and we used knives and forks with equal elegance. That was just Dad’s way.

Five o’clock and my fairy tale, as usual, was going the way of Cinderella. I was young and excited and in love with the world but I knew I had to get home before my dad turned me into a pumpkin. As much as I loved him, I was afraid as well and I would never have dared to cross him. All talk of boys and dreams about Christian fled from my mind as I prepared to head home. The party was over.

Susanne knew the score and we set off in plenty of time. It was always the same…until someone prodded me forcefully in the side. That had never happened before. I looked around sharply to see who was being so rude and what they wanted.

‘Would you like to be a model?’




CHAPTER 3

THE HOMING PIGEON WHO DIDN’T COME BACK

I  was born on 15 July 1963 to Hanne and Svend Nielsen. Back then, the Danish state provided a lot of help for newlyweds. They would automatically be offered an apartment if they were expecting a child. Our family was assigned a home in Rødovre.

Mum had a very easy pregnancy but my actual birth was horrendous for her. They ended up having to yank me out with forceps after she had battled for a couple of days to get me out on her own. I was just over 3kg and 50cm tall at birth, with blue eyes and black hair. I was an active baby, though with my round face and baby fat there was no sign that I would grow up to be 190cm tall.

After a year we moved to a nondescript two-storey house that was a popular style at the time. It had the red bricks that marked ‘50s construction in Denmark and it consisted of a long narrow kitchen, two small rooms for us kids and another bedroom for my parents. There was also an L shaped living room and a terrace. Outside was a little shed.

When I got a brother, Jan, soon after our little family unit was complete. Jan and I were very close. We had to be – I didn’t have many friends and Dad’s strict rules meant we were rarely allowed out to play with other kids. Dad had some very weird ways. We would always have to clean the house after school, unlike most of the other kids. Danish society has a reputation for being laidback but you wouldn’t have thought it, had you seen the Nielsen household.

Jan and I would entertain ourselves by playing cards or having fun out in the garden, finding amusing things to do or playing football together. We had a cocker spaniel which we’d take out for walks and we both liked to cycle. I was very protective of my little brother and always made sure that nobody hurt him – apart from me. Whenever we fought he’d invariably get a big-sisterly beating from me. I was terrible! He used to irritate me but at the same time we were a team. You’d never have got between us at school or in the neighbourhood streets, but at home whenever one of us did something wrong, we’d always blame the other. Quite a lot of the time we’d confuse our parents so much that they quite forgot about punishing us – either that or they’d punish us both. At least then we weren’t suffering alone. I was often the one who would lead us into adventure and mischief then and although these days we don’t see each other so much, we still feel as connected. He’s a successful businessman based in Denmark and he travels a lot, but we’re soul mates and when we get back together, we fool around as if we were still kids.



My room was on the first floor backing onto the garden. I was miserable most of the time and it was there that I gazed out over the middle-class neighbourhood. The gardens were always well-maintained and as it rains in Denmark almost as much as it does in the UK, they were always green. The really smart homes would have a flagpole planted in their gardens. Strange, huh? If you had a flag in your garden it meant you thought you were a slightly better class of person – that’s just a very Danish thing! I would stare into the distance, past the flags and the neat little patches of grass, and I daydreamed my childhood away.

We were seven kilometres from Rådhuspladsen, the centre of Copenhagen and the square at the heart of the business district. It might as well have been seven light years. We were much closer to the Damhussøen lake. That was my escape from the identikit houses that looked as if they were out of some science-fiction nightmare where everyone was the same. The lake was where I got away from our strict house rules and my unhappiness with my physical appearance.

My grandmother lived in a house just by the lake. It was magical for a little kid. Whenever I could, I would take my bike and cycle as fast as I could to see her. She was on the far side and I would have to go all the way around. There was a little fun park near the lake and I always stopped at an aviary where they had homing pigeons. In a tradition dating back years, the birds were released each week and my dad explained that some of them would fly some 500 kilometres to get back home. They had probably once served an important purpose for the town but now it was just done for the sport. None of that mattered to me – I was just amazed by their bravery. Imagine being hundreds of kilometres from everything you knew and having to find your way back! It was so romantic for me as a child who was often sickly. When the birds were due back I would speed down on my bike and stare hard, heart pounding, as tiny black dots against the expanse of sky resolved themselves into the familiar shapes of those bold scouts making their return. They’d always come back with messages. I imagined they would be bringing fantastic stories of faraway lands where daily life wasn’t measured by the size of your flagpole or the shape of one’s lawn.

‘I wish they could talk,’ I’d say.

I wondered about the men who sent them off and what they thought. I’d hear the wings flutter when they were readied for release and hear the excited noises from the birds. When they circled ready to make their journey I wanted to clap, jump and shout encouragement – but I was always too shy.

My own attempts to make a break for it were rather less successful. I started early, when I was just three. Liselotte was my best friend and she came from a wealthy middle-class family, with a father who was a dentist. She was the opposite of me, small and quiet while I was the tomboy. Liselotte was a year older but it was me who convinced her to go on an adventure with our tricycles. ‘We’ll go and see my grandmother,’ I told her and we set off to find the lake.

I have no idea how we got away with it, but we did, and Grandma gave us juice and cake. I savoured every mouthful, all the while knowing that I was going to be in big trouble with my parents who were already on their way to pick us up. I got a smack off my dad but it didn’t put me off adventuring. Liselotte and I stayed friends for years and I was always hungry for excitement. I liked nothing better than to pack a bag with some supplies and head off into the unknown with my trusty bike. One time we somehow managed to find our way onto a motorway. The police found us and there was definitely no cake. I was always the one who was being reckless. The result was another smack and one week grounded.

When I was on my own I often cycled about five kilometres to Heden, a beautiful open space, flat and tranquil. I got off my bike and lay on the grass, gazing into the white clouds and daydreamed. One day a handsome man would ride up on his horse and take me away from all the bad things to a magic land. Rødovre was safe, it was all right, but I was never comfortable. Something about the place didn’t agree with me.

For a start, I was always sick. As a baby I had streptococcal blood disorder which affected me for a long time around the age of two. My hair fell out and I had a very high fever. I was in and out of hospital for months while the doctors tried to find out what was wrong with me. Three years passed and they prescribed so much medication that I had to go to a specialist hospital reserved for children so sick that they can’t live normally. I was five, but I was still the size of a two-year-old and very thin. ‘Will I be like this forever?’ I asked. It was a pretty big question for a five-year-old.

I later discovered myself as a mother of four that kids are amazingly resilient. They can survive the most devastating illnesses and I did get better. I didn’t even remember much about the sickness myself. It was very different for my parents, who found it unbearable to watch their child suffer. They felt completely helpless that whatever they tried to do didn’t work. I realised just how bad it must have been when my youngest son Raoulino was diagnosed with a noncancerous brain tumour at the age of eight. As it grew he was at risk from bleeding in the brain and he was sick for two years. He’s fine now, but at the time they told us he could die at any moment. I felt that gnawing terror that my parents felt at an illness which doesn’t seem to have a cure.

My own memories of being a very young child were happy ones. The best times were when our yearly holiday took us to Orø. We never had the money to go on foreign holidays and instead we went to this tiny island north of Copenhagen. We piled into the old, embarrassing car with all the luggage tied on top with a rope; at least my parents allowed me to take Liselotte with us.

The holiday home was old and little more than a not particularly large, wooden box. One room included the kitchen with its single-ring stove while the toilet was outside with a hole, but it made for the most memorable vacation even if you’d swear our cramped quarters could never hold all of us. It didn’t matter though, because for once the rules were relaxed and that was enough to make it paradise.

I was allowed to hide, to run around and – my favourite thing – to climb trees. As a kid, I was like a monkey and I would lose myself for whole days at a time and could be as dangerous as I liked. The island was only about 14 kilometres in total, small enough for the adults to be reassured that we were probably safe but large enough for it to be an exciting wilderness for us. It was warm and I was surrounded by the people I trusted the most. Mum and Dad were relaxed and in a good mood and nothing could hurt us. We’d head off with backpacks stuffed with food and drink. Liselotte was by my side just as she’d always been since we were little.

We went down to the water to laugh at birdwatchers. All were totally absorbed in what they were doing, some motionless, gazing straight up with their noses in the air while others stared intently for minutes at a time, seemingly at a patch of sand. They had no idea that they were providing the cabaret: they were hilarious in their seriousness and the way they seemed completely oblivious to anything if it didn’t have feathers or live in an egg. You could get right up close to them and they wouldn’t react at all. Then we ran off to throw ourselves in the sand dunes and look for seals in the water.

That holiday was also the first time I fell in love. Vesti was the son of the shopkeeper who ran the island’s tiny supermarket. He had dark, curly hair and dark eyes and I remember their long, dark eyelashes, they were so beautiful. And he made me laugh. I dreamed about him the whole summer.

I was only nine years old but I can still remember the way he smelled and a wonderful feeling of tingly excitement, like I had something sparkling and fizzy in my stomach, every time I looked at him. It was a confusing sensation that I first got to know in the shower when I was eight.

I’d spilled marmalade all over my clothes and my mother got me to take off the sticky things and clean myself up. I never needed any encouragement to get in the water and I loved to bathe – I was a real waterbaby. My hair was washed in the shower and I got soap all over myself. I directed the showerhead all over my body and when the jet played between my legs, I felt this jolt of excitement.

I had no idea what I’d discovered with my showerhead, but I liked it. The warm sensation was strong and tickly all over my body if I kept the showerhead in a particular position and whatever it was, it felt fantastic. After a while it would get to be almost too nice. I had to change position occasionally otherwise it felt like I might go crazy – but I always brought it back again. How long was I doing it for – five minutes? Ten? I don’t know; I lost all sense of time.

The experience opened a door to a completely new world and I was eager to understand what it was all about. In some ways I was already an experienced young lady by the time I got to meet Vesti: I had already met the feeling that he aroused in me and I knew myself quite well by then. The physical world I was exploring and the world of love came together in Vesti. At the time, I just wasn’t old enough to make a conscious connection between the two. I couldn’t quite work out what the difference was between the love I felt with my trusty showerhead and the love in the presence of Vesti. The best I could work it out was that the feeling I got in the shower would always end quite abruptly. When it was over – it was over. What I felt around Vesti lingered on. I was to spend many years later on trying to bring the two worlds of the physical and the emotional together.

The love I found on holiday was new. It was warm, exciting and it was a comforting sensation. I felt safe, although I know many women wouldn’t compare love to safety. For me it was everything. And of course that kind of love only works when the other person feels that safety too and you get the feeling returned. Vesti seemed interested to me but I’m now sure that it was basically just me who was in love. We were, after all, only nine and I don’t think he had much to return to me. I was just ecstatic to have those feelings – I felt so proud, so grown-up. This was the thing that meant the most to me in my life – and it has done ever since then.

Love has come and gone over the years, but I would never have wanted to have lived without those sensations, no matter how hard it’s got at times. Maybe Vesti was something of a red flag if only I’d been old enough to understand it. Love requires all the energy I have in my body and soul. Even at nine it demanded everything of me and I felt that slight edge of madness that comes with it. I think I was even then somewhat addicted to that tremendous kick. That was an indication of a less healthy side of love. But if Vesti had been a warning of what was to come, do I regret ignoring it? No. I wouldn’t have missed out on any of my adventures in love. They took me to surprising places and even if they were on occasion places I wouldn’t want to go, that’s just the way it was: you can’t control where love takes you.

I never got to hold Vesti’s hand and we never kissed. He probably just thought I was stupid for being so interested in him. But in our eight- and nine-year-old ways we expressed our feelings. He chased me, we’d tease each other and hang out. We were just doing normal kid stuff but holding Vesti’s attention was what gave me that special tingly sensation.



The other love that started that summer would prove to be life-long. Liselotte and I found a farm with a couple of ponies, which the owners allowed us to ride. I was instantly smitten and fell for a pony called Magic. I don’t know what kind he was or how old, but I wanted to be with him as much as possible. I looked after him, fed him and would take him out for rides. Sometimes I would just push my face into the warmth of his mane – I loved the intoxicating smell of horses all over me. I’ve been mad about riding ever since. Everything about horses is wonderful – hugging them, taking them out to gallop over the hills or just listening to them after a ride in the evening when they’re chomping feed in the stables.

Riding the ponies that summer made me feel so serene. When we got back from holiday I would cycle to stables outside Copenhagen every day and spend hours grooming horses. In return I got an hour of free riding every week. I gazed into those big, dark eyes that were large enough to absorb all my thoughts and I’d feel them take away the meanness of ordinary life. The relationship with them was easy and honest. Riding can be as technically demanding as you want to make it, but it all comes down to moving each part of your body to the rhythm and motion of the horse. It wasn’t so much a sport as a way of becoming one with this beautiful animal.

I didn’t stop my regular rides until I became a model – and it came in useful later when I got the lead in Red Sonja opposite Arnold Schwarzenegger. We had to do so much on horseback that I’d never have been able to do it without all my experience. I took it up again when I got married to Sylvester Stallone and we took up indoor polo with other Hollywood horse fanatics. Later, when I was in a relationship with American footballer Mark Gastineau, I had my own horse again. Mark was born and grew up on a ranch and he was always around horses. I learned how to ride bareback, on Western saddle, and I got to try roping. I don’t have so much time to fit in riding these days but it’s still a form of therapy for me, like some people go for a walk or cook a meal. I like to be close to the horse; feeling its calming heartbeat always makes me happier – it’s got to be only a matter of time before I get my own horse once more. I’ll never give it up. I’d love to live the rural life with Mattia, owning chickens, pigs and a pony somewhere outside London – there’s nothing like the smell of the hay and the nuzzle of an affectionate horse.




CHAPTER 4

A GIRAFFE IN DESIGNER CLOTHES

My first thought: this woman must mean Susanne. She’s pushed me, but there’s no way I could be a model. You know when you see two girls out together and one is always good-looking and the other one is ugly? Those were basically the roles Susanne and I played. I was the beautiful girl’s friend and it had always worked perfectly well. It wasn’t like I thought it was going to be any other way. Almost as a reflex I stepped out of the way so that Susanne could talk to the woman who had stopped us.

She looked to be about 30 and she was still smiling. ‘No, no, it’s you I’m talking to,’ she said, looking directly at me. ‘My name is Marianne Diers and I’m a talent scout for Copenhagen Models and Elite. Would you like to be a model?’

It was a simple enough question, but first let me tell you a little bit about me and my body. We’d never got on very well together. I hated the way I looked and I would do everything I could not to be seen. The opinion seemed to be shared by most of the kids I knew. I studied hard at school because I was sure I would only be able to rely on what was inside me to get me through life. The taunts of giraffen really stung, but I also believed them: it was as if it was my fault that I was such a tall thing. By the age of 11, I was taller than my own teacher and in an attempt to disguise it, I would deliberately stoop slightly so as not to be noticed.

It was around this time that my parents noticed my spine had gone crooked with what was diagnosed as scoliosis. The doctors pointed out then that one leg was shorter than the other. This condition is painful and if it’s not treated properly in children then it can cause problems into adult life. I wore a medical corset for more than a year, but that was okay because I could wear it under my regular clothes.

But the doctors also said I had to wear special orthopaedic shoes to compensate for the difference in the length of my legs and at that point I rebelled. I wore those hateful shoes for two days and never put them on again. Already I had the corset, braces and I was stooped over with my height – I felt like some kind of freak. I had to go to physiotherapy every Friday until at last the doctors decided they weren’t getting the results they needed: they wanted to remove a piece of my knee, warning that the procedure carried a 50 per cent chance of leaving me with a permanently stiff leg. Thank God my dad told them the operation was completely out of the question: we would carry on working on the condition but my parents wouldn’t run the risk of me being permanently damaged.

There was also trouble in my mouth: I wore braces and the dentist had to take out six of my teeth. You could park bicycles in the gaps, it was a nightmare! Now I couldn’t even smile as I dragged my extra-long leg around and tried to avoid banging my head on the ceiling. It was not a good scene and all of this was going on at the same time, so I felt really unlucky.

I compensated by working very hard and got myself a job in the local library in an effort to feel there was something I could do to make up for the way I looked. I had the best grades and I got two 13s – you could only get that if you were as good as your teacher. I was so happy with that. When my German teacher asked for a volunteer to learn all the irregular verbs, I put up my hand and said I’d do it over the weekend. There were more than 200 of them and the teacher thought it would be impossible. I said I’d do it if he bought ice cream for everyone on Monday. I did nothing else but study that weekend and when we got back, I had them all down perfectly. Everyone cheered me for the first time: ‘Gitte got us ice cream!’ And I felt so happy and proud – it was one of the best days I ever had at school.

Mostly I would feel a terrible knot in my stomach that tightened whenever it was break time. I was always alone in the playground and the other kids were often having a laugh at my expense. As I write about my schooldays now I get that same sick feeling of dread just remembering how horrible it was: it was the worst kind of pain. Even my medical conditions weren’t as bad as knowing that I was an outcast. Girls passed around invitations to birthday parties and they always made a point of handing them to everyone around me, which made it perfectly obvious that I was excluded. It was even worse in the mornings after parties: they made sure I was in earshot when they talked about how much fun it had been, what games they played and how many presents they got. I regularly cried in the evenings before I went to bed and it was only my friendship with Liselotte and thoughts of my beloved horses that kept me sane.

I felt different and wrong for so long that my school years now seem like one great fog. The others whispered about me and even when I wasn’t there, I could tell by the way that people looked at me when I came into the room that they had been talking. It was endless. The laughter rubbed me raw, along with their delight when they could tell they’d got to me. I remember running away from their malicious giggling in the playground, falling over my own gangly legs and scraping myself badly when my jeans tore at the knee. The laughter became hysteria as I picked myself up and painfully made my escape again. It was particularly hard going home in the winter: the kids would kill me with icy snowballs on the way back. They waited for me and every day it was the same shit. We all moved on to the same schools in the neighbourhood so it never got better, even as I got older.

The teachers knew what was going on. It’s not like today when something like that would be treated with great seriousness. Now parents would be called in, meetings would be had. Back then, you just had to get on with it: you fall down, you stand up, you move on. We know how mean children can be, but in those days adults simply weren’t interested in understanding how bad it was, they didn’t listen to us.

Classes often shared the same room and I remember coming in and moving a boy’s bag to hang up my satchel on the hooks that lined the wall near my desk. He was with the class going out and saw me move his bag. ‘She’s going to fucking get it,’ he said to his friends. My heart immediately started racing and as soon as school finished, I raced out of there as if my life depended on it – which it did. Six boys tore after me and I ended up in some apartment block banging on a stranger’s door. Fortunately, I was let in by a kind lady who called my parents for me. It was a rare rescue from the regular daily beating, and it was only after that incident that I finally moved school, away from Liselotte and I had to start again.

I suffered from psychosomatic stomach pains, but when I got home I’d still eat at the appointed hour of 6 o’clock and clean up the house. ‘How is everything?’ my parents would ask. I’d tell them school was fine. We didn’t talk much more in the home than I did with the teachers – I didn’t have that kind of relationship with my parents or my grandmother. My grades were always good so they never suspected anything. Jan and I would usually have to go to our rooms after supper. We didn’t have friends over and I remember having to ask my mum before she’d give me a goodnight kiss. That’s just how it was in my family.

So if it was me who was being asked to be a model there had to be a catch. I thought I’d have to strip or be in some kind of pornographic magazine. ‘I’ll have to ask my dad first,’ I told her and that became my standard response to any offer of work until the day he died. It made me feel safe. Besides, I did want time to check it out. I didn’t want to give the other kids at school a fresh chance to laugh at me if it turned out to be bullshit. Having been called ugly and stupid for so long, I had a highly-developed sense of self-preservation when it came to opportunities for looking even more ridiculous than I did already.

‘I understand,’ said the woman, ‘and in the meantime here’s a brochure that will tell you all about what we do. Call me when you’ve spoken with your parents.’ She smiled reassuringly again and then disappeared into the Copenhagen crowds. I wasn’t used to feeling so excited and for a moment I felt suspended in unreality before the world started to turn again and I became aware of the background noise in the square. Surely the rest of my class from school were hiding around here somewhere and they were about to jump out and tell me that it was all another joke at the expense of the giraffe? But they failed to materialise. The rest of the town went about its business and the universe appeared to be functioning as normal.

Susanne looked at me as if she too couldn’t quite believe what had just happened. She was the pretty one, but she wasn’t mean-spirited. ‘Gitte, you’ve got to do it!’ she said. ‘That’s amazing!’ She was really happy for me and grabbed my hand warmly. I loved Susanne – she was the only girl I knew who I could really trust.

By now it was getting quite late and we had to run to catch the bus to make my father’s deadline. I spent the entire journey looking at every poster we passed. Beautiful women everywhere, each one advertising a different product. They were in the bus, on the streets, high up on the buildings…smiling, flawless creatures from another planet. With a lurch of disappointment I realised that the chance meeting had to be a big mistake; they couldn’t ask me to be a model. How could I be up there? At this I glanced through the brochure again and now I thought about it, the production was a little cheap. I was preparing myself for the worst and this was my way of making the evidence fit the low expectations I always had for myself.

My parents were incredibly positive about the news. Even my dad, who had always had a conventional life and as an engineer was practical and orderly, was pleased. He knew that I’d finished the 10th grade at school with top grades and he gave his permission for me to follow up the invitation after a long conversation with Trice Thomsen, the director of Copenhagen Models. They agreed that I would go into the agency the following week to have a few test photos done.

‘If you feel like doing it,’ said Dad, ‘I think you should.’ It was a done deal.

Jan thought the sound of a door opening into the modelling world was the most fantastic thing he had ever heard. I’m not entirely sure he was thinking only of me. Two years younger, he was then in the middle of puberty and I have a feeling he was interested in making the most of sharing the limelight with a big sister with lots of gorgeous modelling friends.



I sat on the bus to Copenhagen Models with just my mum and the butterflies in my stomach for company. They took a series of black-and-white Polaroids and I had to fill out endless forms. Then there was nothing to do but wait. Trice Thomsen wrote to say that she couldn’t promise anything but she would do what she could. ‘You have the perfect body,’ she explained, ‘but just because you look great in person it doesn’t mean that you will work in photos. But I’m sure you have it in you.’

She was right. Things started to move at an incredible rate. There were more professional tests soon after the first visit to the agency and within two weeks of that first meeting on Gråbrødre Torv, I was offered a job. I found it hard to keep up with what was happening: I’d seen those Polaroids and I thought I looked utterly ridiculous. I’ve no idea what I was expecting. Perhaps I thought that I’d be transformed into the potential model that Marianne Diers had seen, but even though the tests looked more professional I was wearing the same old clothes I always had and I had the same old face. Who’d want that?

Everything for Women wanted it, as it turned out. This was a Danish lifestyle magazine with interviews and fashion features. With the help of a fantastic Swedish photographer called Steen Andersson, I was about to become one of their most important models. My mother came along to the first shoot and I desperately wanted to hold her hand, though I knew I couldn’t do that now I was a proper model. But the other girls were so beautiful: they looked so relaxed and professional; they knew exactly what they were doing. I could tell they knew how stunning they were. But I had no idea what I was supposed to do and I felt so ugly next to them – I was still waiting for someone to take me to one side to tell me that it had all been a misunderstanding.

I had to do my own make-up like everyone else – only the very top models could command a stylist and make-up artist. But I’d never bothered with it before: I didn’t have friends to practise with and I never thought that part of a woman’s life would be for me. While other girls were trying on outfits with each other, I was out riding or daydreaming in the countryside, so I didn’t have a clue.

The other models had huge bags filled with products. I’d only brought some eyeliner and lipstick. All I could do was watch carefully and copy as best I could. The results looked as if a toddler had been raiding her mother’s toiletries. As my mum always did, I put lipstick on my cheeks but I looked as if I was auditioning to be a zombie extra in a horror movie. It was catastrophic. Even though everyone had a laugh, the other models were really helpful: they corrected my technique, gave me advice and showed me how to do things.

We did that first shoot by the lakes in Copenhagen and it was ice-cold. I was wearing a thin shirt by the designer Ivan Grundahl and I had wet hair. At first I felt like I was freezing to death, but I soon blanked that out because I was excited and everything was so confusingly new. I warmed up as we finished off the shoot in Steen’s atelier and I began to feel a bit more confident. The light was right, the clothes felt good and the photographer was amazing – I even began to think that my face looked okay.

For the first time in my life I felt a spark inside me. You look all right. ‘Could it be?’ I asked myself. I looked at my pictures and then I looked again at the other models. And I thought – I belong. Finally I was no longer an outsider. I’d spent a day with girls as tall and thin as I was: we were a herd of giraffes together and there was nobody around to make fun of us. None of us needed to stoop in shame. We stood up straight and we looked directly into the camera. Could life really work like this? I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t been a figure of fun. Now I was being paid to be myself.
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