
THE WALL PAINTING

by Gwen Lord

As the evening mist made its way slowly across Central Park, its fingers seemed to stretch out 
and reach into every unseen corner of this very special place. Soon, all the areas linked 
together, giving the park a strange and eerie feel, with its shoulder-high grey dampness that 
swirled everywhere. Above it, the sky was in sharp contrast, with it ever darkening sky and 
pockets of light, as the moon slipped in and out of passing clouds - and then the stars started 
to appear one by one.

By day, the park was a Mecca for so much of an ever-changing galaxy of interest to the regular 
faces of the dog walkers, the children, the lovers, the office workers, the nannies with their 
charges and the down-and-outs from Cardboard City.

Then, as darkness slowly fell, one by one, the dogs, children, lovers, office workers, nannies 
and their charges, all exited the park, to be replaced by the seedy side of New York life, which 
made the park a very different and unsafe place to be, with killings, muggings, rape and fights. 
Nobody would ever willingly enter the park alone. Even the policemen patrolled in pairs, 
either on horseback or on motorcycles and were armed.

The noise of the busy streets close by, with their hooting horns and sirens from police cars, as 
well as ambulances, now pierced the air, punctuating the silence. Even the carousel was 
boarded up now, in order to keep the beautiful carousel horses safe until daylight, and 
another day for children to ride the colourful horses. The carousel had been a gift to the park 
by the city's Mayor at the turn of the century, with the understanding that at dusk each day, 
shutters were to be locked in place until the night had passed by.

Yet to any regular tramp or bag lady who scoured the trash cans in Central Park, full from the 
day, the sight of a lone woman walking through the park didn't raise an eyebrow and wasn't 
thought strange, as she was accepted, like them; a regular to the night at the park at this time.
Here, curiosity went hand in glove with indifference. She came and went like a pendulum, and 
in this park, that meant she had to be capable to dealing with anything that came her way. So, 
over the months, nobody even noticed her anymore, as she slipped into the darkness or into 
the mist tonight.

Far below the park, the dampness and chill of the evening Above had started to penetrate 



even these deep tunnels, causing Catherine to pull her coat collar up close to her face and 
tighten the scarf draped over her shoulders.

Catherine's steps took her with confidence down first one ill-llit tunnel to another, all the 
while going deeper and lower into a world apart from her own, Above. At intervals along the 
stone walls, torches flickered and blinked in holders made by those living Below, their 
contribution for the right to share a life in this underworld. None were of the same design, but
the function they performed was vital, to light the way to the home chambers; their safe place
which had to be a secret place. Catherine had no fear of the park at night, or the tunnels, 
because she knew the bond she shared with Vincent kept her safe.

The further down she went, the colder it became. Every now and again, she met friends on 
their way out, like Mouse, who was now just a few yards in front of her.

"Catherine, dark, scary ... Vincent's near, no need to worry," Mouse smiled, as he scurried 
away like his namesake, to scavenge Above, to visit the alleys and rummage the trash cans.

Soon the tappings on the pipes broke the eerie silence, as messages were transmitted to those
living Below. It was a form of Morse code, which Paracelsus and Father had worked on 
together so many years ago, in an attempt to create a place of safety for those who the world 
rejected Above, and when Below was a vital cog in their clockwork life to create a home, a safe
place, to heal and then prepare to return to one day. But there was no return for Vincent, 
Father's adopted son, who had been found outside St. Vincent's Hospital, over thirty years 
ago, newly-born and abandoned in a cardboard box because of his differences. A kindly soul, 
Anna Pater, Paracelsus' wife, had found him as she went Above that night and brought him 
Below. He grew up in this twilight world and, apart from his night visits to the world Above, 
Vincent was a prisoner in his home Below.

The pipes clanged their messages almost non-stop, passing news, warnings, creating a feeling 
of safety. Catherine could understand the tappings now; knew they were telling Vincent that 
she was now Below and heading towards his chamber.

Her brisk steps caused little pockets of dust lying on the tunnel floor to spiral upwards, then 
descend again, covering up all traces of her footprints, like a criminal covering up his tracks - 
which Catherine knew much about, as a corporate lawyer in the D.A.'s office, working 
alongside Joe Maxwell, her boss, who wore his heart on his sleeve where 'Radcliffe' was 
concerned.

Round the next corner found Vincent, waiting for her. His huge, cloaked frame made an 
impressive sight as he peeled himself off the tunnel wall, where he'd been waiting for her. The 
torch light behind him made his silhouette awesome. But for Catherine, his arms were her 
anchor, his love her one desire. He was her life.



"Vincent ... oh, Vincent, I came as soon as I got your message. What is it, tell me ... are you 
unwell?" she asked, her voice full of concern.

"Thank you, Catherine, I am well; just eager to show you somethiing," his gentle velvet voice 
whispered in her ear as he kissed her tenderly. 

"Well, I'm here now," she challenged.

"Yes ... come," he said as he took her small hand in his large hairy, clawed one, and together 
the love they shared was obvious in their steps; just two hearts beating as one, as they went 
further and further down.

"Where are you taking me, Vincent?"

"Somewhere you have never been and much further than the farthest chamber."

"To Narcissa's chamber?" she asked.

"No, it's in the other direction," Vincent told her.

"You have me puzzled."

"We can rest in a while. I have been there earlier today and prepared a place we can rest, with
a rug to sit on, and food and drink prepared by William. Pascal sent a message on the pipes, 
and one of Ching's boys took some twigs and small wood cuttings, so we can light a small fire,"
Vincent told her excitedly.

"You seem to have thought of everything, Vincent. Does Father know about all this?" she 
asked.

"It was Father's idea, Catherine, so we have his blessing on this trip."

"I didn't realize anyone lived this far down, Vincent."

"There are hundreds of people in these tunnels, Catherine, but we only preside over our area. 
In order to bring you here safely, we had to contact Helpers from Queens and Brooklyn."

"Queens ... Wow, Vincent, I had no idea ..."

"We know our secret is safe with you, and soon we will be at our place of rest," Vincent's arm 
tightened around her lovingly.

It wasn't long before the rock shelf they were walking along passed a gentle waterfall and a 
rainbow, then opened out into an area that Catherine realized as what Vincent had prepared 
earlier for them. They spent two happy hours together, until the fire they had made was but a 
few glowing embers. Vincent had read Catherine some of his favourite sonnets and his voice 
had gently filled this special place. Catherine lay curled up with Vincent, one hand holding the 
book he read from and the other resting on her breast.



"We must go, Catherine. We still have a long walk ahead of us."

"Please tell me where we are going, Vincent?"

"Very well. We are going to visit Elizabeth. I wanted so much to show you her painted tunnels, 
a true wonder to us all."

"Why does she live so far away from you all ... doesn't she get lonely?"

"Apparently not. She lives for her art, it is her life's work to paint the life we lead, for those 
who come after us, a sort of painted history for future generations."

"Oh! That's beautiful, Vincent. Tell me about Elizabeth - the lawyer in me is curious."

"And the woman in you, dearest Catherine, is nagging away at the question, 'why',"

"Well, yes," Catherine confessed.

"Elizabeth came here at the same time as Father. Grace - Devin's mother - and Elizabeth were 
sisters who, when their father died in a car accident, suddenly had nobody in the whole world 
they could turn to. After spending many weeks, eating from trash cans in the local alleyways to
survive, Elizabeth got a fever and nearly died. Grace managed to nurse her back to health. 
She'd found a disused workman's shed down by the river and as that was better than 
cardboard boxes, Grace soon had it cozy and warm and Elizabeth slowly got well again. Then 
they left their safe haven and tried to find work, but they were street children, and everyone 
turned their backs on them. Until old Sam found them one night, took pity on them, and 
brought them Below. Mitch, his son, was much the same age and the three children became 
very close in their early years.

"Grace liked to go Above, but Elizabeth preferred to stay behind. Sometimes, to keep boredom
away, Elizabeth would draw pictures on the walls with different stones she found Below, and 
later she would paint them. That's how it all started ... the painting. Elizabeth had a true 
vocation, a rare and precious gift."

"Vincent, how wonderful!"

"When Grace died giving birth to Devin, Elizabeth was heartbroken, and decided to stay in the 
tunnels forever, never going Above ever again. She brought the Above, Below, the blue sky, 
the green grass, painting life as it is up there, down here ... for me really. There is a lovely 
portrait of Father with me when I was eight years old and other paintings depict the future. 
Elizabeth, like Narcissa, is far seeing."

"I can't wait, Vincent, I can't wait," Catherine cooed, as she hugged him.

It wasn't long before they could see the start of the painted tunnels ahead of them. These 
were Elizabeth's early work and very typical of a child's art.



Vincent and Catherine stopped and let the lamp Vincent was carrying cast light on her painted 
walls.

"They are so good, Vincent."

"Yes. She has a rare talent."

"Oh look, Vincent, the one you were telling me about, of Father and you at eight years of age."

As Catherine stopped to appreciate the breath taking likeness, she ran her hand ever so gently 
over the art, as if to stroke the past with wistful eyes, longing to have been there to see 
Vincent as a boy.

"Come, let us tell Elizabeth we are here."

"Of course, there's no tapping on the pipes down here, is there?" Catherine smiled.

"No, it is very isolated. Father wishes she'd come nearer the home chambers, but she won't."

"How sad, she must feel so alone."

"Mouse visits her often, and brings her supplies," Vincent reassured her.

"Is that you, child?" Elizabeth's kindly voice inquired.

"Yes, it is, Elizabeth, and I have brought a friend to see you." Vincent stood back to let 
Catherine come forward.

What Catherine saw was a lovely, gentle old lady, with white curly hair, dressed in flat shoes, 
thick stockings and a smock type of gown, tied at the neck.

"So, this is the child."

"I'm hardly a child, Elizabeth," she smiled.

"To me, Vincent is still a child and you also. When you're as old as me, everyone seems a 
child." Her tiny voice and her gentle laugh was like a dozen tinkling bells. "Come, children, let 
me show you my latest work." And taking Catherine's hand in hers, she led the way, with 
Vincent close behind.

After a little while, they stopped.

"Hold the lamp up, child," she said to Vincent. "Hold it high and tell me what you see."

Vincent spoke first. "Elizabeth, it is very beautiful and the detail is perfect. Is it meant to be 
anyone special?"

"Maybe child, I just saw it in my dream and I painted it."

"Isn't it magnificent, Catherine?" His lips were close to her ear, sending a shock wave of 
emotion through her, as his presence always did.



But Catherine didn't answer him.

"Catherine, are you all right?" Vincent asked.

"Yes, I'm fine," she stammered.

"Tell me, what is it?" Vincent demanded.

"Look at the painting, Vincent, really look at it and tell me what you see."

Vincent looked hard and long. "I see a tall man with dark hair, stood behind a sofa, where a 
lovely blonde-haired lady sits with a small girl on her knee, and ... and I see ... my toy, the one I
found in the park as a child ... the velveteen rabbit. There it is in your painting, Elizabeth."

"I'm glad you like it, child. We must show Father. You get him to come visit me, Vincent."

Elizabeth came to Catherine's side. "What is it, child? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I think I have, Elizabeth. The painting, it's like a photograph of my father, Charles Chandler, 
and my mother, Caroline. The child is me, wearing my favourite dress and the toy was my 
favourite toy, all worn and loved, a truly lovely velveteen rabbit, which I ... lost in the park one 
day."

"And I found," Vincent stammered, amazed at this revelation.

"But Elizabeth, how did you know to get their faces like a photograph? And my favourite 
dress ... it's uncanny."

"Well, child, I did have a little help, not with the painting, but with the advice about it. He 
comes to keep me company."

"Who ... Mouse?" Vincent asked in amazement.

"Why no, child. Mouse, it is not. Kristopher is a man, an artist."

"Kristopher Gentian?" Catherine asked nervously.

"Why yes, child, you know him? He is like a will-o-the-wisp," Elizabeth told them. 

"Catherine, remember the warehouse?"

Vincent and Catherine exchanged looks, remembering the painting of them both they had 
come across, only a few weeks earlier. The oil on the canvas had still been wet. Looking up, 
Catherine saw in the shadows, Kristopher touch his cap, then blow Catherine a kiss, as he 
walked into the wall and was gone.

"He'll be back," Elizabeth declared with a smile.

"How do you know that?" Vincent asked.

"Because child, we are working on another wall painting, and this one is not about things past, 



or things now, but of things to come." She patted Vincent's arm warmly.

"Who's in this picture?" Catherine asked, her voice trembling with pent up anticipation.

"Why, you of course, child, and your children. Yours and Vincent's."

And with that, she left Vincent and Catherine on their own, as she walked ahead, her voice 
ringing out like the peel of tinkling bells.

"I'll put the kettle on ... herb tea for three. Come along, children ..."


