
Where the Gentians Bloom
- by Judith Nolan

Thou shalt command us all, April’s cowslip, summer’s clover
To the gentian in the fall, Blue-eyed pet of blue-eyed lover.

Ralph Waldo Emerson

“Come, I think I may have finally solved a mystery.” Vincent smiled as he extended his hand, head 
slanted to one side as he watched her approach.

“What is it?” Catherine stepped away from the down-shaft of white light from her apartment basement 
to grasp his warm fingers. “What have you discovered?”

“All in good time.” Vincent shook his head as he drew her close against him. “But I know you are going 
to be happy with the outcome.”

“Why are you being so mysterious?” Catherine didn’t demur as she drew back from the welcome em-
brace to look up at him. But Vincent didn’t reply as he turned to lead her down an unfamiliar tunnel. 

As they walked, Catherine looked about her with interest, which soon turned to chagrin. As before when 
they left the familiar trails, the tunnels all looked the same. In fact, most of this world below the city 
was still like a foreign land to her. She could find her way easily above ground, but down here even the 
smallest tunnel child could certainly lose her within a heart-beat. So she clung to Vincent’s hand, mov-
ing closer to his side and wrapping her hands around his arm. Not that he seemed inclined to release 
her. “The journey will be worth it.” He clasped her hands reassuringly with his own.

Minutes turned into hours as they walked side-by-side down a seemingly endless path along damp, 
concrete corridors and echoing brick-lined labyrinths. Beneath the soft chatter of the pipes, the subway 
provided a muffled backdrop as they moved through door-less entry-ways and around barred gates, 
working their way ever deeper into the darkness briefly enlivened after long, gloomy intervals by sput-
tering lanterns and flaming torches pushed into sconces carved into the rock walls. Often they illumi-
nated crudely painted warning signs that spoke of rock falls, quicksand and hidden dangers — often 
Catherine looked back to the stark lettering with a worried frown — Vincent quietly expressing his con-
fidence they offered them no harm.  

“The warnings are for any strangers who might venture Below,” he reassured her softly. “Not for those 
who know of these tunnels or our world. They are Father’s first line of defence in a constant, ever-
shifting battle with the Topsiders.”

“Well, I think he has made his point,” Catherine commented drily, not completely convinced by the 
simple explanation. She crowded closer to Vincent’s side, and they moved on, now seeming to rise 
steadily again, towards the surface.
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“This is it.” Vincent finally halted before a concrete wall. Here the subway noise was louder, more con-
stant.

“Where are we?” Catherine cast a curious glance around her, studying the concrete box-like nature of 
their destination where a narrow opening had been carved in the wall before them.

“The sub-basement of Mr Smythe’s bookshop, 777.” Vincent leaned against the side of the broken brick 
opening that had been chipped through the wall into a dimly lit sub-basement. He lifted aside an old 
piece of canvas that shielded the opening from view within the room.

“We are?” Catherine peered into the room beyond, becoming aware of voices somewhere above. 
Muffled and distant they came and went with the staccato chatter of the subway. “Why are we here?”

“Solving that mystery I told you about. It won’t be long now. Stand there and watch. I’ll be right here.” 
Vincent moved back into the darkness, drawing his hood up over his hair and waited.

“You are being very mysterious,” Catherine complained. But she maintained her position in the tunnel, 
looking around the edge of the sheet into the concrete room which seemed full of scattered art supplies 
and several canvas-draped paintings on and around a collection of easels. The overhead lighting was 
poor, one naked, hanging bulb casting gloomy shadows into every corner.

“I know I left it in down here somewhere…” a man’s voice remarked, coming ever nearer. “I swear I 
didn’t leave it up in the shop. I’m not that stupid…” Footfalls sounded on the steps of a staircase leading 
down into the room from the floor above. 

A muffled reply came from the room at the top of the steps, as a pair of long, jean-clad legs descended 
into the sub-basement. They resolved into a tall, rumpled, young man, wearing a Mets cap and a 
paint-smeared dust jacket. His attention was fixed on searching the room. He didn’t see Catherine until 
she pushed aside the sheet and stepped into the basement through the opening, her hands set on her 
hips in annoyed surprise.

She shook her head in disgust. “Kristopher… I might have known. So you were a fraud after all.”

“Busted.” Kristopher Gentian straightened, his shoulders slumping. He sighed dramatically. “Okay, 
you’ve got me good this time. I figured you’d find me eventually. I guess Vincent told you where I hang 
out. I’ve seen him around, watching me; trying to work it all out. I knew if I waited long enough he’d bring 
you here eventually.”

“Perhaps.” Catherine shrugged. “Or maybe I’m just a very good detective. I can figure out things on my 
own, you know. Now you’re going to tell me everything. And I want the truth this time, Mr. Gentian.” She 
folded her arms and waited for the elusive artist to begin his long-overdue confession.

“Ah, Cathy, there is still so much you need to learn…” Kristopher shook his head sadly and then smiled 
as he spread his hands wide. “So much I could teach you, if only we had the time. But I have some-
where else I need to be right now…” As he spoke he stepped back into the shadows cast by the wan 
overhead light and moved sideways behind a large canvas shroud. The sheet lifted briefly, outlining his 
lean body, and then it became still and shapeless once more.

“Hang on, where do you think you’re going?” Catherine started forward, peering intently into the shad-
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ows. She put out a hand to detain him, but encountered nothing beyond dust and cobwebs. “I want to 
talk to you! Come back here, right now!”

“He’s gone, Catherine. Again I have no sense of him.” Vincent stepped silently into the room and moved 
in close behind her. “And I truly thought I had him this time…” He looked around the dimly-lit basement. 
“I have been stalking him for weeks; watching his every move. He is a creature of most particular hab-
its.”
“Oh…I really hate it when he does that!” Catherine fumed. “He’s annoying, that’s what he is! He enjoys 
playing games with us.”

“I suppose that’s because he has all the time in the world. And the next.” Vincent shrugged on a soft 
laugh. “But the game is not over yet…”

END 

3


