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CIARA
















The sky is striped with streams of what look like


ribbons arcing over the city below.


You can see the university spire and the green hills beyond.


Like some kind of apocalypse


or photographs taken during the Blitz.


The frenzy above.


But closer, look closer


and they’re simply clouds, they catch you out.


Stratus clouds layering the sky; adoring the sky.




 





It’s recognisably Glasgow


and lying amongst the buildings or is she lying on them?


it’s difficult to tell


is a woman.


A giant woman.


She’s, I mean, she’s huge.


Mammoth.


Lying on her side and sleeping, peacefully sleeping.




 





It’s all done with pencil – different coloured pencils.


I look at it every day.


I pause to look at her every day.


I love her more than any other piece of art we own


and we own quite a few so she should feel honoured.




 





I think she’s sleeping.


Bryan, with his mind, thinks she’s dead.


Bryan’s my other half.


She’s keeled over


Doof.


Attack of the Fifty-Foot Weegie he calls it.





Imagine the tailbacks her bloody arse is causing.


It’s easier to think she is dead


because if she is sleeping then surely she will awaken soon


and when she does you have to wonder


the picture invites you to wonder


you have to engage with the possibilities and repercussions,


what does she have in mind for the city and its inhabitants?


Does she mean to harm them or want to protect them?


Pity or fear her?




 





I’ve hung her in our bootroom


which I designed for the sole purpose


of being able to say the word


at every given opportunity: bootroom, bootroom, this is the bootroom.


Modelled on the Perthshire shooting lodge


where myself and Bryan stayed a few years back.




 





When I arrive home in the evening and see her there


this will sound odd


I don’t care


she


going to say mirrors but


contains what I am feeling.




 





She knows about me


and I take strength from the fact it does not trouble or upset her.


May even be her influence that has made me want to speak.


Lay it all before you.


This is not confession.


I am telling what I tell you with the full knowledge and expectation that I will receive no sympathy.




 





Wondering what you make of me?


Saying to yourself?





I know women like her – faint laugh.


I doubt it.


I know women like me.


I lunch with them;


attend restaurant openings, catwalk shows,


charity auctions, testimonial dinners.


We are a closed, extravagant, fiercely guarded world.


Be thankful for that.




 





Belisama.


The name of the art gallery I own and run.


The Celtic god of fire and light and the forge.


Not the ned-infested East End shopping centre as Bryan was first to point out.


The forge where art and craft and creativity are forged.




 





And B for Bryan.


Or Breean


when he’s seeking to piss off certain blue-nosed business associates


or hammered in the hospitality box at Parkhead


belting out multi-versed rebel songs at the limit of his lung power.


Not that that ever happens now, Mr Salmond, no no no.




 





A midweek afternoon in spring.


Bryan walked into the gallery, turns with a flourish.


Ciara, allow me to introduce Alan Torrance.


Alan his first name


but known and signed his work as Torrance.


Once had been, yes, a big big name in the art world.


Eighties, nineties, then a major dip in, that dreadful phrase, the noughties,


that unfortunately persisted and, well,


rumours that he’d stopped painting, gone a bit loopde-loop,





various addictions, he never left his house, two broken marriages.




 





I’d about given up all hope.


Phone calls, online enquiries, emails to anyone I could think of.


None of them in much of a hurry to get back to me.


Somebody wrote: I think he might be dead.




 





He came out of the Glasgow School of Art like so many of them at that time.


The sky rained them down on us


painter after painter


an embarrassment of riches.


I wasn’t in art then as I am now but


his degree show was a sensation.


Paintings routinely selling for six figures.


The London art world flew into Glasgow desperate for a sniff of the action.


People would say, oh, De Niro bought one, Bowie.


Madonna bought two.




 





There’s photos of him from then,


staring the camera down,


melting it with his drive, intensity, arrogance.


Utterly devoid of respect, camaraderie,


obscene about older Scottish artists,


equally scathing about his peers.


He’d hang around in galleries, I read,


harangue people who didn’t stand for what he considered


the requisite length of time in front of one of his paintings.


Outside another gallery, under the front window,


he methodically painted a double yellow line.


Tried to continue on inside – arrested, of course.




 





When he walked in with Bryan that day,


no sneering, no attitude, no yellow paint.


Belisama is a small gallery on a village high street ten miles out of Glasgow





next to a dry-cleaner’s, for God’s sake.


A long way from Bowie and Madonna.




 





Bryan grinning away to himself, fair chuffed.


He’d met him up the town in Babbity Bowster’s the week before


kept it secret


Bryan, up on his feet, sashaying over,


shaking his hand, shoving his pan loaf in his face.


Bryan does daft things like that sometimes and




 





My dad.


Mick.


My dad, Mick –


Eternal rest grant unto him O Lord.




 





– would always tell Bryan: don’t let people see you walking over to them.


Let them come to you.


Show them that you seek nothing.


You are in need of nothing.


Not exactly The Art of War but


All these credos that he had.


To get yourself through life with authority unquestioned, respect intact.




 





Bryan doesn’t


reflection isn’t


the finer points are not Bryan’s strong point.


Describing your husband can say a lot about you, in many ways, can’t it?


A good-looking man.


A real smasher – my mother.




 





The world he moves in,


pubs, clubs,


good investments, bad investments,


retail outlets, business concerns


and the people he encounters.





Coke-snorting kerb-crawling cocksuckers


– and that’s just Glasgow City Council.


Planning committees, licensing, health and safety,


building control,


the hoops he has to jump through


you wonder why anyone bothers attempting anything in this city.




 





Encompassment: the trick to a successful art gallery.


The art works I hang do not reflect my taste, nor should they.


They are about what I think the community beyond my door is.


I’ve been very careful to tailor what we hang here


to the very particular and very choosy and very well-off clientele


I have built up over the last five years.




 





We have work by many talented and successful Scottish artists.


Joyce Borland.


Philip Raskin does the most amazing skies.


Gerard Burns and his girl in her red coat for something quirkier.


Jolomo is primarily landscape,


stunning views and his use of colour.


Scottish landscapes go down very well.


Loch Lomond, Argyll, Lochranza.


Tiree is never on our walls for long.


Light is key.


Light sells.


Obviously the quality in Scotland, the West Coast, unparalleled.


Light is memory, I tell my clients.


Cherished, golden, burnished memory.


It reminds us of visiting these places with our parents when we were young.





When we


We each have a special place that we remember.


A white curving beach


a north-eastern harbour


a loch suffused with light.




 





Thinner – Torrance – much thinner.


Drawn, I’d have to say in fact.


A shock from the younger version.


Still a very handsome man; darkly handsome, y’know, but


He looked like a man in retreat.




 





We had a history of sorts.


He’d been part of my life for twenty-five years


part of a cherished memory of me and my dad without ever knowing it.




 





It’s an unusual memory in that Dad never walked anywhere.


There was always someone to drive him,


take him to wherever he needed to be,


deliver him back home in the dead of night.


A figure of no little importance, my dad Mick.




 





We were passing an art gallery


and he stopped in his tracks,


stepped closer to the window,


squinting through the glass at this wee oil painting on the wall.


In we go; his mind’s made up.




 





Marches up to the angular woman at the desk.


Much is that, hen?


Prices are marked to the left of the artwork, she says.


A couple glancing over, another employee on the open floor above.


You just you tell me when tae stop, sweet tits.





Counting out fifties from a big wad, practically on to her lap.


Grab it Ciara ’fore they change their fuckin’ minds.


I remember her face


the tension


static


help! fire! disbelief in the place.




 





Meant nothing to him that


the painting had already sold.


Wee red dot to the side of it.


Dad hammering, hammering;


four-fifty, five hundred,


her voice rising, trying to explain.


Mick, bang bang bang.


Cannae hear you, hen, I cannae hear you.


I had it in my hands and we were out of there together,


poof, gone.


I mean


Killing ourselves in the taxi.


Never ever forgot that.




 





The Young Butcher


hangs now in our guest room.


A young butcher


not much more than a boy


standing naked in the freezer room


amongst the steel and hanging ribbed carcasses


except a round pink pig and a lamb


beside him, still alive


nuzzling up to him,


licking his thigh and open palm.




 





Stigmata,


that’s what I see.





the mild lamb licking the wound better.




 





When I told Dad I wanted to buy Belisama.


Too many risks, Ciara, too many dangers.


The art world was a pit of snakes, y’know?


Full of charlatans, cut-throats.


But after I walked him round


described my vision for the place


my need to begin something, build something


plus the likely returns


he became very encouraging, very hands-on.


Our very first opening


the great and the good invited


he was proud as Punch.


Parked himself in my office.


Knew it was my night.


Didn’t want to overshadow me.




 





A painting I’d hang on a wall


shake his doorstop of a head


No no


walk over, take it down and hang it on the other side of the room.


There. Looks much better there.


He had such toaty wee hands for a man.


My hands.


I have his hands.


The span of our small hands, tip touches tip.


My eyes, my smile both began in him.




 





I put my hand


in the coffin


my hand over his and


some last words


some





but I did not know what to say.


I didn’t.




 





He would not like me getting sentimental.




 





He was a shrewd man, an exact man.


Not a man of great learning


but sharp as a tack.


Razor-sharp.


And for his two children, me and Ciaran


my wee brother who got an added n


the fiercest love, the fiercest pride.


It would scald you.




 





I must tell you


leaving aside The Young Butcher


much of Torrance’s work was actually not to my taste at all.


Figures – always men.


Brutal, sinister men.


Dark, blurred West of Scotland men.


The Gallery of Modern Art in Edinburgh


have a couple of very famous ones called Harbouring.


Harbouring Loyalists in Ayrshire.


Harbouring Provos in Lanarkshire.


Men in gloomy, unending rooms, sat around tables eating.


Men, men, men.


Oh, look, a woman!


In the corner.


Doing bugger all at the edges.


Adornment.




 





Alarm bells ringing when I see the size of the portfolio he had with him.


Not abated by drawing after drawing,


very small drawings of male figures,


digging, drilling, sweeping the streets.


Manual work.





And all of them


every last one


in those awful hi-viz jackets they wear.


Now my customers – clients


tend almost exclusively to go for big, almost exclusively for oil.


They want colour; drama, abandon,


dinner guests wowed.


They want art squared – and are willing to pay for it.


They’re businesspeople, entrepreneurs, property developers, footballers.


Exclusive, y’know?


Press a buzzer at the electric gate kind of exclusive.


We have a fair few of the Rangers first team in the area – obviously their spending power not what it was.


These people, they live in big hooses and big hooses have big big walls to fill.


They do not want pictures of hi-vizzed council workers strimming the sides of motorways.




 





But then I was of course


These are sketches for paintings?


No, no, they weren’t.


No, I got told he’d given up painting for the foreseeable.


Hated the rigmarole of it,


buying and mixing the paint,


negotiating with the canvas,


the white spirit stench afterwards,


the sheer bloody physical toll it took on him.


The primitivism of lead – his phrase.


It doesn’t ask questions, he said.


Pencils might not but I bloody do.




 





And then she was there;


appeared from the back of his portfolio.





The she-giant.


The sleeping giantess held calmly in Glasgow’s embrace.


He had no idea then what he had created, I don’t think.


She was so unexpected and and


so calm and so untroubled and so




 





In total contrast to Bryan who I could hear


furious into his phone


effing, blinding


kicking out at something, crash bang wallop


hurtling past us and out the door.


Not the most professional of behaviour.




 





We said goodbye outside, shaking hands.


He had the most beautiful pale grey eyes – and he knew it.


I charge artists 45 per cent commission – pretty much standard.


I had no compunction asking that from an artist of his stature because


well, he had no stature.




 





I followed Bryan home in the Range Rover.


I could see him through the rear window
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