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To the person who showed me how to be stronger than I could ever imagine,
and who gave me a lifetime of love, support,
and laughter while having the heart of a warrior.
My mum, Pat.









INTRODUCTION


“TURN AROUND, KRISTIAN.” CONNOR’S VOICE SOUNDS insistent. Urgent, even. It’s midday on a late summer Saturday in 2009—the kind of day when Belfast’s redbrick buildings sit distinctively against the Celtic blue sky.


“Turn around? What? No! I’m on my way to lunch.”


It’s my kind- of agent on the phone. In truth, more of a local talent booker—a guy who saw me perform one night but whose name also appears in the back-page classified adverts of The Stage magazine, the oracle for wannabe actors. He’d sprinkled some crumbs of confidence over me.


“I have this feeling about you, Kristian,” he’d told me when we first met. “You have this energy about you. The first thing you’re cast in, it’s going to take off.” I didn’t believe him, of course. I’d heard bullshit like that before. Besides, not much had worked out so far.


“Sorry. I’m meeting Jim,” I snap. Jim is a friend who I’ve known for twenty-something years. Through breakneck highs and thunderous lows he’s been by my side. Unbelievably, he’s still loyal. That has to count for something, doesn’t it? Plus, I haven’t eaten—hangry when my blood sugar is low. “I’m in the taxi already. I’m not turning anywhere!”


Why are you even calling me? I think, irritated.


Jim and I had been due to meet in Union Street just north of the city center. Once, that area had been filled with factories and warehouses as Belfast’s industry boomed. Later, bombed-out pubs punctuated the rows during the years of Northern Ireland’s bloody Troubles. Now it’s filled with bars and bottomless brunches—a mecca for bottoms in tight tops and tops with tight bottoms. Rainbow flags unfurled proudly—flags that in bygone years would have remained firmly in the closet.


“Kristian, call your friend. Explain you can’t make it. Head to mine. I’m telling you, it’s the perfect opportunity. I strongly advise you to come,” Connor pleads. It doesn’t sound perfect to me. The creators of a new fantasy show, to be filmed in Ireland the following year, are casting.


“They need a strong, tall character. A giant. He only says one word, so not exactly a speaking role,” Connor explains.


“I don’t think that’s for me,” I reply.


“They’ve called me. The casting director has asked for you specifically.”


“Really?”


“Yes, Kristian!”


“And who is that?”


“Nina Gold.”


“Nina Gold? What? And how?”


I had met Nina once, but I’d paid almost no attention to who she was. Quiet and nondescript had been my first feeling. I certainly didn’t have her marked out as a powerhouse in the film and TV industry, albeit in the UK or in Hollywood. Hollywood, for Christ’s sakes! That was another universe.


In any case, how could Nina Gold have remembered me? I’d made such an awful impression. Our paths had crossed four years previous when I’d hauled myself to London for an audition for a new Simon Pegg movie called Hot Fuzz—his second since the cult zombie film Shaun of the Dead. The venue was just off Leicester Square and I’d walked corpse-like onto an early morning flight. After DJing an all-nighter in Belfast—a cocktail of amphetamines still coursing through my body and my hearing shot to pieces—I was hardly in the headspace to give it my all. Besides, the character was a lurching, monosyllabic supermarket assistant called Michael Armstrong who only said two words: “Yarp” for yes, and “Narp” for no.


I’d rolled my eyes, agreed to go, but it hadn’t set my pulse racing. The hulk. The big dumb guy. Yes, physically I was spot-on. At six foot, ten inches tall, no one can argue with that, but I’d fought against the stereotype of the colossal eejit all of my life.


“Please, can you stand facing this direction and say ‘Yarp’?”


“Sure,” I said, glancing over at Nina, feeling a mixture of resentment and humiliation.


“Whenever you’re ready … ”


Nina had sat cross-legged making notes as I repeated the same word over and over. All this way for thirty seconds of “Yarp,” I thought. She must have heard the rumble of could-not-give-a-fuck horses cantering over the brow of my limited talent. When I looked at her again, she was staring back, expressionless.


“Thank you for coming. Next!” she announced.


As I’d boarded a flight back to Belfast later that afternoon, I knew it would be unlikely I’d hear back. I didn’t. Not a word—until now.


I must have done something right … but what?


“Apparently, Nina Gold can’t think of anyone else for this role. The character is called Hodor. ‘Hodor’ is the only word he can say,” Connor continues.


Here we go again, I think.


“Why? What’s his story?”


“No idea. He’s a stable hand with a mental disability who looks after a lame boy. That’s all I know.”


Connor isn’t exactly selling this character to me either, but maybe I’d be a fool if I didn’t give an audition a try. What is there to lose?


“Okay. Where do I need to be? What do I need to do?”


“They want to see you act with a small boy. I’ve found one. Meet me and I’ll take you there. They’ve asked me to send a taped audition.”


“I’ll be there,” I concede reluctantly.


I ring Jim, apologize, and redirect the taxi from a buzzing Union Street to a suburban housing estate on Belfast’s outer limits. Some days can take the weirdest of turns. More than that, the wee fella that Connor has me lined up to act with is attending a family birthday party near to Connor’s home. I take a deep breath. Let’s get this over and done with. By the time I arrive at Connor’s, he’s waiting, ready to run through the audition format before we shamelessly gate-crash the party.


Try as I have done over the years, I’ve still never been able to erase that tape’s existence from this universe. It’s still out there somewhere, roaming the Internet like a virtual Bigfoot. Even now, the mere thought of it makes me cringe: my bleached-blond hair, my baggy jeans and faded Batman T-shirt, lugging myself around a stranger’s back garden.


“Can you do an amble? Look as if you’re in a hurry?” Connor calls out. Sure. I stagger my way up and down the square patch of grass, arching my back so it looks as though I’m dragging an iron weight.


“Can we see some interaction with Bran?” Bran is the lame boy’s name, although the boy acting alongside me is called Thomas in real life. He’s lovely and eager and desperate to please.


“Hodor!” Thomas shouts.


“Hodor,” I repeat as he climbs on my shoulders and rocks himself up to a piggyback position, legs dangling around my shoulders. Then, more running up and down the garden with Thomas on my back while my belly roars with hunger and beads of sweat break on my forehead.


For fuck’s sake. How much more of this do you want?


“Hodor. Table,” Thomas shouts once I’ve placed him down. Now my caveman strength is being tested. I wrestle a mahogany dining table that has been left outdoors to weather in the elements, wielding it above my head like a world championship title belt. Then I carry an ornamental wooden wishing well. Yes, an ornamental wishing well. No one can say I don’t suffer for my art, but I am as clumsy as fuck.


“Hodor!” another guest shouts from a corner of the garden.


“Hodor!” I repeat, spinning around in the opposite direction. The name gets passed from person to person like a football and I run towards each caller repeating it, momentarily trapping it before it moves on.


Out of character, I stare down the lens awkwardly and speak briefly about myself. I grew up nearby in Lisburn. I spent my life on a farm.


“You’re a person of some exceptional strength,” Connor prompts me.


You have no idea how much, I think. It’s taken me a lifetime to think that this is even possible.


“Yes, I am,” I say through gritted teeth and nod politely.


“And please, can you say your name again,” Connor directs me.


“Kr-is-tia-n Nai-rn,” I repeat, almost spelling it out to cover over my thick Irish brogue. I’m worried that anyone watching won’t understand my accent, even though I feel sure that no one will even remember my name.


By the time the taxi arrives to drop me back into town, I’ve tried to shut out the whole bemusing afternoon from my brain. Without doubt, it is the most random shit I’ve ever done, and I wince with embarrassment. Even as we’d wrapped up filming, the whole birthday party had gravitated outside to gawp at the spectacle. I am going to get laughed out of the park, I reckon.


By the time Connor calls me some days later, I’ve already resigned myself to the thanks-but-no-thanks call, if there has been a call at all.


“Hi, Connor. What’s up?”


“Kristian, the producers want to meet you. They really liked you. I think you’re going to be offered the part,” he tells me excitedly.


I feel my chest lurch forward, but I keep my voice calm. I don’t want to feel the sting of disappointment if none of this comes true.


“I am?”


“Yes, they want to meet you in person.”


“They do? Who does?”


Considering the epoch-defining phenomenon Game of Thrones is to become, there is zero buzz about it around Belfast. Not even a frisson. This fantasy show is being produced by the American network HBO.


“It’s going to be massive,” Connor tells me. “Everyone in the US is talking about it.”


No one is talking about it here, I think, wondering whether Connor is stringing me a line. Apparently, the brains behind it are two American showrunners called David Benioff and Dan Weiss. Connor’s never met them.


“They’re meeting actors in the Fitzwilliam Hotel,” he tells me.


Actor. Even that word sounds strange. I’d been performing for years. In stiletto heels I’d been an eight-foot drag queen. A DJing drag queen called Revvlon and now a DJ under my own steam. But an actor? I do have heaps of potential, I know that. And a barrelful of resilience—trust me, I’ve needed it. But “actor” sounds far too grand for the likes of me.


“Okay, I’ll go,” I promise. Fake it till you make it. That’s another life lesson I’ve learned. But the Fitzwilliam? It’s only one of a handful of luxury five-star hotels in Belfast city center. Ordinarily I wouldn’t be seen dead there. I do have delusions of grandeur, but elevator music and velvet wingback chairs is not my style. Give me Dracula’s living room any day—a touch of the Gothic is where I feel most at home. But, whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.


In the meantime, I need someone to tell. I always need someone to share my anxiety with. Am I making the right decision? Am I on a path that’s good for me? What if I fail? I don’t trust my abilities at all, and I still don’t trust Connor’s call. But I also don’t want to be the guy who says no. I want to embrace opportunity—be a yes guy who steps outside of his comfort zone to see where life takes me.


There’s only one person I know who will give me the most honest feedback: my mum. I know, I know. I’m a grown man—thirty-four years old—but I need her now as much as I’ve always done. I’m not afraid to admit it: I’m a guy who needs a wee bit of looking after, and Mum is all ears.


When I reach her that evening, she’s in the kitchen of the house we’re renting just south of Belfast. I tell her about the weird-as-fuck audition and the upcoming meeting at the Fitzwilliam Hotel.


“What’s the part?” she asks.


“Oh, it’s this big guy. He’s mute. It’s a fantasy thing. I’m not sure about it,” I explain.


“What does he do?” Mum seems genuinely interested.


“Carries a boy around. That’s about as much as I know.” I shrug.


A faint smile breaks across Mum’s face.


“That character sounds very familiar,” she frowns.


“He’s called Hodor. The TV show is going to be called Game of Thrones but apparently it’s based around some books: A Song of Ice and Fire.”


Admittedly, I’ve never heard of the series before or its author, George R.R. Martin.


“Kristian! I’ve read those books. They’re amazing!”


Mum’s eyes widen and her mouth drops open like she can’t quite believe it.


If there was ever a sign, this must be it.


“Oh yes. I can picture you in that part,” she laughs. “There’s something very special about that character. I know there is.”


At that moment, my outlook switches. It’s been hard for me to see beyond an imbecile who can’t talk. But if Mum is telling me this could turn out to be a life-changer, then I have to listen. A story with the same gravitas as Tolkien’s The Hobbit or Lord of the Rings, she says.
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DAYS LATER, MUM’S WORDS ARE STILL RUNNING AROUND MY head when I reach the Fitzwilliam Hotel. The meeting takes place in an upstairs room where there are conference facilities and function suites. It all feels very corporate. As I sit in the waiting area, I’ve been asked to sign a piece of paper promising I won’t blab about the upcoming discussion, which I do without question. I have no sense of the vast machinery behind this production until I enter the room.


Holy shit. Then it hits me. Sitting upright at a top table is a line of people quietly examining me. I’m Jennifer Beals in Flashdance. All I need is a leotard, some 1980s legwarmers, and the Irene Cara track “What a Feeling” blaring in the background. I’m dancing for my life. And the weird thing is, I care. I really fucking care. The uncontrollable flutter in my tummy tells me everything I need to know.


“Kristian? Pleased to meet you. I’m David,” a chiseled fortysomething with a goatee calls over and beckons me in.


“Hi.” I clear my throat and pray my voice doesn’t sound like a whimper.


David runs through who’s present. Producers, I think, but I’m not taking in their names at all.


“And this is Dan,” he continues.


Dan looks around the same age as David: shorter, quieter, and with a shaved head. Both seem intense and focused, and while I can’t initially put my finger on it, there’s something about them that I admire. As they continue to talk, it strikes me that they are obvious fanboys. Their passion for George R.R. Martin’s books has gotten this production off the ground, but while these guys are intimidatingly businesslike, it also sounds like they just love the material. As I listen, they explain more about Hodor the character. Because I take care of Bran, I will have to carry him around a lot.


“Physically, are you prepared for that?” they ask.


“Absolutely,” I say. I am physically strong, plus I’ve been working out in a gym for the past year or so.


“We know the character only has one word, but we’re sure he’ll be one of the most well-loved characters in this series,” David reassures me.


I don’t know whether this is all part of their Hollywood spiel, but David and Dan talk about fan forums lighting up over me, memes of Hodor spreading across the Internet. It sounds far-fetched, but I nod appreciatively.


“As a matter of interest, if you are offered the part, have you thought about how you might say the word ‘Hodor’?” David asks in his American baritone.


Apart from my dreadful audition tape, I haven’t given it one iota of thought. What do I say? I panic. Is Hodor a name? Or something else? Something more profound? What would a “real” actor say?


I sit in silence for a few seconds knowing that this could be make or break.


“I want it to be less of a name or a word. More of an expression. A reaction,” I tell them.


Jesus, Kristian. Will you listen to yourself? I think. If only your school drama teacher could hear you now! I’m the kid who grumbled if he was asked to “be a tree.” Yet when I look around, there’s a consensus stroking of stubble.


“If you were offered the part, would you be interested in it?” David continues.


Yes … and no … and back to yes … or it could be a no.


“Sure,” I say as confidently as I can feign.


“There’s just one thing,” David says, raising an eyebrow.


“Yes?”


“We would need you to appear naked in one of the episodes. How do you feel about that?”


How do I feel about it? Disgusted. Appalled, in truth. My naked body on show to a million-plus TV audience? Fuck off! Mum never mentioned this. Besides, I’ve spent years trying to hide who I am. For most of my adult life I’ve been chasing rainbows that never formed the perfect arc. Some have been more Technicolor than Dorothy making her way down the yellow brick road. Others have been far darker and twisty. Some rainbows I’ve fallen off completely. Being unashamedly “me” feels way too exposing.


Say yes, Kristian, just say yes, I tell myself.


“Okaaaay,” I reply, trying to hide my horror.


“Hodor is very gifted in that department … ”


“Right.” I pause. I hope to God they don’t want my vital statistics.


“As you will be acting with a child, we could look at fitting you with a prosthesis.”


“I’d prefer that,” I say, quickly exhaling. Bad enough that I am going to be naked, but the thought of dancing around on a film set with a small boy, like a giant sex offender, does not appeal at all.


“So you’d be okay with that?” David repeats, just to make sure.


“Sure,” I conclude. If only they knew, I think. The Kristian of the past would never have dreamed of saying yes. Not to this. Not to any of it …









CHAPTER 1


LISBURN


“WHAT’S YOUR NAME?”


“Who are you working for?”


“Who gave you your orders?”


Mum is standing rigid in front of me while I bark out questions. This time she won’t get away. I have her imprisoned and this is an interrogation. It’s 1979 and I am Wonder Woman. Or at least I think I’m Wonder Woman. I watch Lynda Carter every Saturday night on our geriatric TV. It sits in a wooden cabinet on stubby legs in the corner of the living room and we have to slap it to make it work, but when she appears, she lights up the room.


Wonder Woman has a red-white-and-blue star-spangled suit. I love the way her cape billows out from behind her as she high-jumps onto buildings and fights the forces of evil with her Amazonian powers. If only I owned a pair of those red-and-white knee-length boots with the cute kitten heels! I don’t know why I’m drawn to them, but they are to die for.


My Lasso of Truth is the favorite weapon in my arsenal. Okay, it’s not exactly the same as Wonder Woman’s Lasso of Truth. Instead, I have a Hula-Hoop of Truth. It’s indestructible and makes bad people confess. Mum’s budget can’t stretch to gold rope, she says. Anyhow, my blue plastic Hula-Hoop mostly does the job. If Mum is too quick and I can’t get it over her head, I just bash her legs with it.


“Okay, Kristian, enough now,” she calls out, exasperated, bending so that I can easily drop the hoop over her. Mum wears a wry smile. She knows all the twists and turns of this story. I am always a roving reporter inexplicably languishing in prison when I get news of a crime. Arms outstretched, I spin around and around until I make myself dizzy before I bust out to save humankind. My poor mother has played every shade of villain drawn from my overactive imagination.


She helped me with other parts of my costume, too. I have thick cuff bracelets. Mine don’t shine from each wrist like Wonder Woman’s do, but I wear them with pride. They are brown cardboard toilet-roll tubes and I wield my hands around like shields to defend myself against bullets and attacks. I am less bling, more Sellotape and string, but I don’t care. I love dressing up.


At four years old, almost all of my superheroes are women. They are the roles I want to act out, the people who inspire me. More than that, I see myself as a protector of the universe. And as far as I can tell, the protectors of my universe are women, so I take my cue from those around me.


Mum and I live on her parents’ farm: six of us crammed into a dilapidated three-bedroom house. Until I am around twelve, she and I will share a tiny room. In my earlier years, we share a double bed before it’s replaced with bunk beds. Her brothers, Lawrence and Raymond, sleep in a separate room. My granda, Alfie, takes the remaining bedroom, while Evelyn, my nanny—who I call Nan—can be found curled up on the downstairs sofa, covered over with thick woolen blankets so that all you can see is her bonnet of dyed red hair poking out. I never think it looks comfortable, but according to Mum, she prefers it to climbing into bed with Granda. I don’t question why—it’s just the way things are—but I think I have some answers. Granda seems unpredictable. He’s someone I watch carefully in a way I rarely have to with Mum or Nan.


As far as I’m concerned, though, we live in a rural oasis. Ours is a unique blend of family dysfunction, but largely undisturbed by outside forces. I see them not as a crazy, angry, mixed-up family, but simply my crazy, angry, mixed-up family, and I love them. They are my territory to defend, especially my mum, who I know I would lay down my life for.


Where we live, the crackle and spit of city life barely touches us. In Belfast I’ve seen the metal cranes lining the famous Harland & Wolff shipyard, arching their backs over the River Lagan and the vast stories of scaffolding encasing the hulls of ships being built. In other parts of the city, there are rows upon rows of terraced houses that have bricked-up windows and graffiti scrawled across high walls.


“Belfast is dangerous,” Mum warns whenever it flashes up on the news. And it feels bleak whenever I go there with Uncle Lawrence to Smithfield antiques market. He collects military memorabilia and treats me to a comic or two—a reward for making it through the concrete and the corrugated iron and the soldiers on street corners clasping their guns. Mainly, though, I’m oblivious. Only eight miles south in the Lagan Valley, we are surrounded by rolling hills, fields filled with potatoes, carrots, or barley, and land scattered with grazing livestock.


Nonetheless, our house has its own demarcation lines negotiated by a cease-fire of unspoken rules. Nan runs our home from her seat of power: the kitchen table. She is as steadfast as the coordinates on any map. You can always find her in the same spot, knuckles plunging into freshly mixed dough, writing shopping lists, or totting up sums on scraps of paper. She appears a timid woman, soft and quietly spoken, but I sense underneath she is as tough as boot leather.


Mum often joins her at the table, and I love sitting with them and listening when they talk. I especially love the story of my birth. I could listen to that story over and over. I feel invincible, as if I’m the star of my own legend. I’m up there with the giants and banshees, fairies, leprechauns, changelings, and pots of gold at the end of every rainbow that fill my childhood fairy tales.


“You were always a force of nature, Kristian,” Mum says.


“He was,” my grandmother nods in agreement.


“Tell me about it again,” I plead.


“Born in a storm,” Nan smiles.


I know this story is true. A snap of lightning electrified the night sky and shattered the window in the maternity ward where Mum agonized in labor. Thunder growled and I entered the world at bang-on midnight. It was November 25, 1975.


I know it’s true because I have described to Mum in detail the hospital room with the cracked window where I was born.


“It was a white room with a chair in the corner and a big yellow teddy bear sat on it, wasn’t it?”


“How on earth could you remember that?” She looks gobsmacked.


I don’t know whether the room has come to me in a dream or Mum and Nan have told me the story so many times, or whether that memory is actually mine. Whichever way, it’s as clear as an autumn sky.


I also know it’s true because Mum is always running outside our house dragging me back whenever there is a storm. Raw, elemental power draws me in like no other. I’m Kristian Nairn, heaving open our front door and charging headfirst into the wind, the sheets of rain, and the firebolts, clutching an iron bar, which is usually a golf club taken from Granda’s pile of junk in the garage. The gods will never fry me like an egg! I don’t have a bulging six-pack or long, flowing hair, but when it comes to firepower, I am the Norse god Thor: warrior, maker of worlds, and defender of the realm.


As a boy, I’m what you might call a self-mythologizer, always building inner characters that make bad things seem better, even though life never feels that bad … but it is different. And I am different, although I’m not sure why. When I made my entrance into the world, I had the longest legs and the largest body the midwife had ever seen.


“Sure, you were nine pounds when you popped out,” Mum recounts.


“The midwife held you up,” she continues. “She said: ‘Would you look at him? We’ve never seen anything like it. He’s going to be a strapping fella!’”


“Everyone said it,” Nan agrees.


I think it’s a superpower. In fact, I know it’s a superpower because Mum and Nan tell me that. From earliest boyhood I am head and shoulders taller than anyone of my age. It gives me the strength to help work on the farm with Lawrence and Raymond, who mainly take care of it. I also think I might need superhuman strength if Granda ever turns on me. So far, I’ve been saved from his temper, but I’ve seen him rear up to Nan. He’s like an elastic-band ball tight with tension and rage.


“Is that you stealing my mail again, Evelyn?” he snarls.


“For goodness’ sakes, Alfie, what are you talking about?”


Granda is always accusing Nan of reading or hiding his letters. At times he’s consumed with paranoia, like he’s concealing state secrets. Salvos are exchanged, but before it comes to blows Mum or Lawrence or Raymond step in. We all know the letter he’s been expecting will drop through the letterbox in a day or two. The word “sorry” is not in his vocabulary.


While Nan has claimed the back of the house as hers, he occupies the living room. It’s the only intersection of the entire house—the thoroughfare—and I detest walking past him. Normally, he’s glued to his chair studying his Belfast Telegraph. If his head is buried in it, I pray he doesn’t notice if I tiptoe past. I’m on high alert, but so are my olfactory senses. There’s a stale bouquet that hangs in the air around Granda on account of him never washing. His face is stubbly, too. You never want to get too close, and I don’t suppose he ever wants anyone to get too close either.


Granda is a broad-shouldered and burly man—a builder by trade and also a farmer—but more and more, it’s a rare day that he moves from his seat. Some evenings I’ll find him hunched over the TV adjusting the set aerial if the reception is patchy, which it often is. Maybe on a Saturday evening he’ll treat us all to a cat’s-lick wash—bits and tits, we call it—before venturing out to the local pub. When that happens, it’s as if the whole house, including the walls that he built himself, exhale.


Mostly, though, he prefers to sit indoors with the 1960s psychedelic wallpaper crashing in on him and the room’s velour curtains clamped shut.


“Close the door. Close the fecking door!” he roars if anyone forgets and a chill draft blows around his feet. With or without the door open, it feels like a nuclear winter in there.


The house has been fitted with central heating, but none of the radiators work. Sometimes in winter, I clasp my fingers around the top of one just in case I can feel any warmth, but nothing changes. Instead, I run the gauntlet of icy cold from mine and Mum’s bedroom to the airing cupboard at the top of the stairs where the open coal fire in the living room has warmed the water heater. One blast of that and I feel able to start any day. My next destination is the kitchen, where Nan will have the oil heater running.


Nan is always up before anyone else and whenever I enter that kitchen it’s like hitting a wall of love. It’s the same when Mum appears. And although Mum lays down the law far more than Nan does, she’s an explosion of fun.


As soon as I can ride a bicycle, Mum and I race down the lane together—me on my bike and her behind riding a push scooter. Once, I was far ahead when Mum’s giggles mutated into a yelp, like an injured puppy. When I spun around, she’d fallen off and into a large pothole in the gravel track. Her legs and arms were flailing like an upturned beetle. One half of me wanted to burst into tears but the other couldn’t help but find it hilarious.


“Are you okay, Mum?” I shouted, turning back, ready to step in as her savior. When I reached her, she was rolling around but crying with laughter, so I joined in, too. Mum and I are always laughing. Like Wonder Woman, Mum makes bad things go away, and whenever I feel overwhelmed by anger or emotion, Mum magically brings me back down. She’s two parents rolled into one big ball of kindness.


My father, David Nairn, doesn’t live with us. He didn’t show up to my birth and so far he hasn’t shown up to my life. I do know that he visited me when I was around two years old. After that he never came back. On occasions, I ask Mum about him because I see other kids with mums and dads, and I don’t understand why I have a missing half.


“We didn’t get on, Kristian,” she tells me. Mum is sincere but she hasn’t yet given me an answer that I’m satisfied with. That’s about you, not me, I think. Didn’t he like me? What did I do to upset him?


They met at work, with jobs in the same civil service department near Strabane in the west of Northern Ireland. Mum occupied a higher rank than him, but after they separated, she quit her job. From as far back as I can remember, she works in the local bakery. She starts at 9 a.m., after I’m dressed and fed, and when I start school, she is always there to meet me at the gate.


“I never want to be an absentee mother,” she tells me. My father, on the other hand, had his whole career ahead of him and, with no responsibilities, kept on rising. He remarried soon after and, as far as more Nairn offspring were concerned, I was the end of the line.


No one is sure which side of the family I get my height and build from because on both sides there’s tall people, but the fact that I am bigger than other children is rarely mentioned at home. No one tells me I stand out. I’m surrounded by strong farmers, and it’s seen as a blessing.


We have a small herd of cattle and fields of potatoes, and hard, physical work becomes second nature to me. When I am older, I’ll be able to lug hay bales around and help milk the herd of cows, which I love to do even though cows can be unpredictable and kick out their back legs. While other kids want to be astronauts or firemen, my only ambition is to be a long-distance truck driver transporting livestock throughout the European Union (then called the EEC). Alive or dead, I don’t care, but I am fixated on Europe.


And while every man in our house thinks work like this is the making of men, Granda has also given me the nickname of Collie. It means I have the temperament of a border collie dog: soft, playful, protective, and affectionate. I can spend hours feeding the calves, which I do from a young age. When they are newborn, we bottle-feed them and I gently dab some milk on my forefinger and let the calf suckle on it. Its warm tongue feels rough against my skin, and I ease out my finger before replacing it with the teat of a bottle in its mouth, just as I’ve been taught. The calves gulp down the milk like it’s their last supper while I stroke their necks and backs to calm them. I like that they rely on me for their care.


[image: ]


KINDNESS POURS FROM MUM AND NAN, AND I SEEK THAT OUT in others when I am old enough to start school. Then, I need it more than ever, and I’m drawn to women who remind me of them. I hope others will protect me in the same way, even though I’ve learned that not everyone is the same.


I attend Hillhall Primary School, which is exactly as the name suggests—one tiny hall in a field on the outskirts of Lisburn, and around a fifteen-minute walk from our house. There can’t be more than twenty children who attend, and when Mum first takes me, it feels like a warm cocoon. But I’m sensitive to the outside world because ever since I’ve been left places on my own, I feel a strange undercurrent. There’s something about me that causes people to react in peculiar ways. Away from home, my size doesn’t feel like a superpower at all. It’s something to be looked at, pointed at, commented on. Something I have started to feel ashamed of.


It started at my preschool playgroup. That was when I first heard the adults comment: “Oh, he’s a big lad.”


Or: “Just keep an eye on him around the others.”


Those didn’t sound like insults, but I knew by the way they were spoken from the corners of people’s lips that they weren’t compliments either.


Occasionally, we take the ferry over to the mainland to visit my great-aunt and -uncle in Newcastle, but the last time we traveled I could have died. We were in the shopping center when a group of teenagers began pointing and laughing. Mum was with me and I covered my face with my hands and tried to pretend that it wasn’t happening.


Sunday school makes me feel especially anxious. From the moment I wake, my stomach feels like a tangled mass of wire. I’m sure Mum sends me to get me out of the house so she can enjoy some rare peace and quiet, rather than to thank the Lord for our existence. As far as religion goes, we’re a nonpracticing family. Whichever way, I can’t forgive her.


“Don’t make me go!” I plead, looking up at her with my tearful cartoon anime eyes, but that tactic rarely works.


One reason I hate Sunday school is that I need to dress smartly—an ironed shirt, colored braces, and smart trousers. The whole ensemble makes me feel as stiff as a tin man. Besides, nothing off-the-peg fits me, as though my body is spilling out from every seam. And at Sunday school I don’t just harbor a vague feeling that I’m different. I know I’m different, so I don’t want to stand out more than I have to. Dressed like this I may as well have two flashing neon arrows above my head: “Over here! The weird kid!”


There, people don’t hold back or whisper from the corners of their lips. If I’m around other kids, I hear comments like: “He’s not aware of his own strength, is he?” When I look up, I see adult mouths agape, or eyes wide as if they’re on tenterhooks, poised to step in and wrestle me from a kid in Bible class. It’s as if I’ve set out to break other people’s children. But I do know my strength, and it’s not in my nature to break anything. Even Granda knows that—it’s why he calls me Collie.


At Hillhall Primary, though, I loved my teachers. I only have two, but I loved them. I say “loved” because that’s also changed. Mrs. Duffy is a teacher who doubles as the school’s principal. She’s round and matronly with sculpted hair, teased and sprayed into place. Behind her smile she has a formidable edge, and she reminds me of the British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, who is always on TV saying what she will and will not stand for, especially when it comes to Northern Ireland. Mrs. Duffy walks a similar tightrope between “kindly mother figure” and “teacher you never want to mess with.” She has three canes in her cupboard, one with decorative hawthorns all around the handle. If you’re going to punish a defenseless child, you may as well do it in style. Thankfully, I’ve never felt its sting across my hands or my backside.


At first, I worked hard for Mrs. Duffy and gold stars rained down on me. I was a sponge for learning, especially when it came to stories. Mum has always read to me. Whenever I’ve been afraid of the dark, we sit in bed together and she opens a book. And like Mum, Mrs. Duffy was my ally and my defender, but I’ve been far more wary of her since that’s been shattered: not once, but twice.


The first time it happened, I’d drawn a picture of a dragon’s head on a knight’s body clothed in armor. I was a young Leonardo, sure that Mrs. Duffy was going to pump me up with praise, like a beach ball.


“You’re so clever, Kristian.” That’s what she was going to say when it was my turn to bring my drawing up to her desk. Then she would hold it up as an example to the rest of the class.


“If you need to look at a drawing to see how it’s done, just look at this dragon that Kristian has painted.” I would feel myself going scarlet with embarrassment, but secretly my heart would be dancing.


I still don’t know why, but that is not what happened. Instead, when I placed my drawing in front of Mrs. Duffy, she hardly looked at it. She snatched it from me and began writing the alphabet on the lines in her thick black pen: a a a, b b b, c c c.


The feeling that gripped me was alien to my body: a simmering rage that worked its way up from the pit of my belly before it grabbed me by the throat and stopped me from speaking a single word.


“Are you okay, Kristian?” I heard her say, but it took ages for me to reply. My breath became shallow, as if I’d landed in icy water, and my chest was heaving in the throes of a shock response.


“Y-y-yes,” I lied.


“Do you want to go home?”


I could hear Mrs. Duffy’s tone shift from sharp to concerned.


“I f-f-feel s-s-sick,” I stammered.


“Shall I send you home, Kristian?”


“Y-y-yes, p-p-lease.”


The next day, I told Mum I didn’t want to go to school. But when I got there, I knew Mrs. Duffy was sorry. She called me over to her desk.


“Kristian, are you annoyed with me because I wrote on your drawing?” she said in a voice softer than her usual.


“No,” I replied quietly under my breath and took my seat.


I rarely have words to explain.


But this latest incident, I’m still reeling from. I was in the play area when a nameless, faceless kid hurled insults at me as if it were a sport. It was break time and there were other kids around.


“Fat frog. Fat frog,” he taunted me, like a bee circling around my head so fast that I couldn’t swat it.


I’ve heard this insult before. Fat Frog is a staple of any Irish kid’s summer: a limey, appley ice pop in the shape of a frog with two red bubble-gum eyes and a stupid smile. This time when he said it, the same rage crept through me, but I still couldn’t reply. I was mute. I looked at him, then at the swarm of faces laughing.


When I looked up again, Mrs. Duffy was striding towards us, frowning and pushing her squarish steel-rimmed glasses up her nose.


Thank God, I thought. Glinda the Good Witch is landing in Munchkinland. Better still, she’ll bring out her Lasso of Truth. She’ll wrap it around that boy and make him confess.


“Why on earth would you say that to Kristian?”


That’s exactly what she’d say, and he’d stand there with his head hung low.


“Come on. I’m waiting for an answer!” she’d continue.


There would be no explanation, of course, but she’d make him apologize if it was the last thing he did.


“Say sorry to Kristian.”


“Sorry, Kristian,” he’d mumble.


But again, that is not what happened. When Mrs. Duffy reached us, I purposefully locked eyes with her. “Help,” I said without saying a word. But all I could see were her lips purse and anger flash across her eyes.


“Kristian!” she shouted, sweeping the boy aside with one hand.


“Yes?”


“For goodness’ sake, Kristian. Stand up for yourself! You’re so soft you could fly!” she cried out.


What? I thought. My insides folded over. I couldn’t stop warm tears from trickling down my cheeks.


Me? You’re shouting at me? What about him? Aren’t you going to destroy him? I thought.


As Mrs. Duffy marched away, I brushed the wetness from my face.


Since then, I’ve realized that Mrs. Duffy is not my backup. As much as I want to, I can’t trust anyone like I trust Mum and Nan. I feel myself changing, too. I’ve been working on a new strategy. If anyone hurls insults like that at me again, I’ll be ready. From now on, there’s going to be fire. One girl has already had a taste of what I can unleash.


“Look at you, you’re like the Hulk!” she shouted.


“And you’re a green horse with diarrhea,” I snapped back, on account of the awful green coat she was wearing, but I didn’t feel good saying it.


Other casualties have been my teachers. “Why do I need to work hard for you?” I’ve figured. I’m not going to please you anymore, Mrs. Duffy especially. Instead, I’m going to silently withdraw from my gold-star status. Every day, I feel like the outsider, the new boy at school, desperate to fit in but primed for attack. Every day I wake up and put my armor on.









CHAPTER 2


THE PAINT HALL


THE NEW BOY. THE OUTSIDER. IT’S TAKEN DECADES FOR ME TO throw off the shame and confusion of that feeling, but it engulfs me as I step into Belfast’s Paint Hall. It’s May 2010 and the city has been transformed. The giant yellow Harland & Wolff cranes still frame Belfast’s dockyards, but the shipbuilding industry is virtually a museum piece. Today the area is called the Titanic Quarter. It marks the spot where the famous transatlantic liner was built the year before it embarked on its ill-fated journey. There’s a marina now, surrounded by waterfront apartments, restaurants, and builders’ barricades, behind which is the drill sound of even more development and recently built film studios. Where funnels, bows, and sterns were once painted, alternate realities are now being constructed.


Before today, I have no concept of the guts of a building being this cavernous. I stare up and around as I step inside. I never feel small, but this is something else. It causes me to catch my breath. There are nerve systems of wire and thick multicolored cables running overhead supporting rows of cameras. There’s scaffolding and wooden ballasts as sets are being built. Filming on Game of Thrones will start for real in just over a month’s time, but today I’ve arrived to meet my costar, the boy who’s been chosen to play Bran. His name is Isaac Hempstead Wright and he’s ten years old.


Already, I’ve decided that I’m not going to like him. For starters, he has a double-barrel name, which automatically sets my teeth on edge. He’s going to be one of those obnoxious private-school oinks, I know it. He’ll come from a well-to-do family, speak the Queen’s English, and be as entitled as fuck. Everything I feel I’m not. Besides, we don’t do double-barrel names on this side of the Irish Sea. One whiff of privilege and a person gets cut down to size. Obviously, I’ll try my best to get on with him. It is important that we gel. Without Bran, there is no Hodor, and without Hodor, there is no Bran. During the series we’ll be joined at the hip, I’ve been told, although given that he’s ten years old, it’s more likely to be my knee. Even Mum has impressed upon me what a much-loved duo Hodor and Bran are throughout the Song of Ice and Fire books, so there’s a high expectation.


Another problem is that I feel Isaac is a usurper. Unbeknownst to me, the wee fella Thomas who stood in to film my audition tape had also been auditioned for the role of Bran. My agent, Connor, had known on the day we gate-crashed the family party that he hadn’t gotten the part, but Thomas hadn’t yet been told—what a brutal world the entertainment industry is to newcomers. I also feel that Thomas would have been homegrown talent, whereas Isaac has been flown in from the mainland. It makes me want to like him even less—there’s a rivalry between London and the regions.


Other than what I already know, I’ve been told very little about my character. I haven’t read A Song of Ice and Fire yet, but I plan to. I haven’t even seen a script. But I have been sent a miniature of Hodor by George R.R. Martin himself. The message that accompanied it was funny and warmhearted:




Here you go Kristian. I don’t think this version looks like you, but welcome to Game of Thrones and the role of Hodor.





Immediately, it put me at ease, and he is right about one thing: there is nothing of me in that replica. The small pewter Hodor that I turned over in my fingers looks more like Jesus of Nazareth with his dark, shaggy beard and unkempt hair. He’s wearing a long medieval tunic and carrying Bran on his back in a cloth holdall, a version of which I need to be fitted for today.


Inside the Paint Hall there are people running everywhere, but I’m too overwhelmed to smile or say hello. Some have iPads, pieces of paper, clipboards. Others are lugging technical equipment. It’s something I will never get used to about a production set: hundreds of ants scurrying around with a job to do, even though it’s hard to work out who does what. It’s organized chaos, impossible to learn everyone’s name, so the panic hits me. How can I fit in quickly here if I don’t know anyone? I’m always worrying about how I can fit in quickly—not just physically, but personally. The new-boy feeling always consumes me in alien situations.


“Kristian, pleased to meet you.” A woman suddenly appears and guides me through the hall to a set of trailers.


“Isaac’s already here,” she tells me. “And his mother. She’s called Helen.”


“Oh, thanks,” I say, grimacing slightly.


As I approach, I can see a woman beaming at me and a boy running around. In appearance, Helen is nothing like I’ve imagined, which in all honesty is a horse with two heads, buckteeth, and a cucumber stuck up her arse.


“Hi, you must be Kristian.” She holds out her hand warmly.


In reality, Helen is incredibly beautiful but in an understated way. She has dark, shoulder-length hair, wears very little makeup, and radiates a natural charm. Her face reminds me of the British actress Kristin Scott Thomas.


“Hi, lovely to meet you.” I swallow hard.


“This is Isaac,” she continues, beckoning for him to come over.


Isaac feels like a sunbeam hitting me, and I’m momentarily disarmed. He circles my legs like a puppy dog wagging its tail, and when we sit down, he is surprisingly unafraid to jump up and climb all over me.


“Do you mind him doing that?” Helen checks.


“No, no,” I say politely, but inside I’m not sure. I’m not used to a stranger being this affectionate and I can feel my stomach clench. The twenty-five-year age gap between myself and Isaac also hits me. It’s as if he’s confused me for his very own Barney the Dinosaur. Or a long-lost brother or uncle who has “fun time” slapped in capital letters on his forehead. Yet however much I try to resist, I can’t stop my shield from slipping.


Helen and I talk some more while we wait for the wardrobe department to take measurements for our costumes. We also have to try out the harness that has been custom made so that I can carry Isaac on my back. Isaac, it turns out, isn’t the private-school toff that I’ve convinced myself he’ll be. He hasn’t been hothoused as a child star either, which I’d also assumed. Instead, he got the part of Bran after joining a Saturday morning drama club in his hometown of Faversham in Kent, near London. He’s cut his teeth in small roles in commercials but, like me, this is his first proper acting role. We’re both newbies. If I feel overcome, I wonder how the hell he is coping. Fine, as it happens. He’s jumping around like a pogo stick and singing his heart out. He appears to have zero fear. I’m reluctant to admit it but being around him does feel joyful.


In between fittings there’s a lot of hanging around and we’ve been given a trailer to relax in. I don’t know it then, but hours of killing time is something I will have to get used to. It must feel like an eternity for a ten-year-old. In one period of downtime, I bring out my phone and start playing games. I need something simple and repetitive as a distraction, so I’ve downloaded a Harry Potter game of spells and puzzles onto my newly bought iPhone.
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