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Arabella Moss flat out loved painting as she stood outside in her tiny square garden of her shared university house. There was just something so relaxing, natural and beautiful about painting. She felt like she was traveling back in time before everyone had got a smartphone and used it to capture moments of beauty instead of the canvas.

The bright sun was creating a brilliant shade of contrasts on the hop vines that swarmed her entire garden. She had first moved in a couple of months ago and the half-rotten green fences had been bare and awful to paint. Now there were so many textures, shapes and tiny little details to capture with her brush.

Arabella liked how a warm breeze brushed her cheeks and carried the sweet hints of peanut butter cookies from the large plate that her friends Jackie and Issac were devouring next to her. She wasn’t sure why they liked to watch her paint on her easel, but they did.

And considering they were both medical students, and in the labs most hours of every weekday, it was actually just lovely to see them. She couldn’t imagine better people to sit with and enjoy their chaotic conversations.

“So that’s when I said to her, let’s go back to my room,” Iassac said.

Arabella laughed. “Yeah, then you vomited all over the stairs, your girl screamed and all of us saw you naked,” 

Arabella shook away the awful image. Issac wasn’t a bad looking man at all, but she really didn’t want to see her best friend’s private area. At least she knew it was big and if she was even desperate, Issac would certainly be her first call. She was fairly sure she was never going to be that desperate though. 

Arabella picked up a thin brush made from fine hair from her small wooden table next to her. She really wanted to nail the tiny veins running through the almost-maple leaf design of the hop leaves. She wanted to get better at bringing images to life and she really couldn’t fail this assignment.

Professor Brookes had threatened to fail her for the module if she didn’t get better. Arabella had no idea what Brookes meant. Her paintings were life-like, perhaps, maybe, not really. She was great at sculpture, photography and every other aspect of her degree.

Painting was just beautiful but evil. 

Jackie and Issac always said her paintings looked breathtaking, but clearly they were so untrained, uncultured and silly people who didn’t have the eye of a real artist. She needed to be better and faster to be able to give her paintings real depth and texture.

“What do you think?” Arabella asked. 

She really wasn’t sure it was good enough. If anyone saw the painting they would probably love it, and she had to admit, she had done a great job painting the individual leaves, stems and the blades of soft, lustrous grass. She wasn’t sure it popped enough. 

Or if she could ever be good enough for Professor Brookes, a master painter if she had ever met one.

“Those leaves are amazing,” Jackie said. “Surely Brookes is going to like it,”

“I love it,” Issac said. “My girlfriend would love it too,”

Arabella rolled her eyes as Issac started telling Jackie about his latest sexual conquest. The poor young girl had been barely 18 and wanted a fun time and Issac had probably given her a night to remember. Arabella just hoped beyond hope Issac had let her down gently and didn’t let her think it was a deep and meaningful fling.

Arabella folded her arms. It wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t popping enough. She was going to fail.

She could not fail. She came from a long line of famous Moss painters. Her mother had had paintings in the Tate Modern, her father in the National Gallery and her brother had a major photo exhibition touring the world at the moment.

Her painting could not be the thing that failed her.

Jackie rubbed her back lightly and Arabella giggled at her tickling touch. 

“Stop,” Arabella said stepping away. She didn’t know what else to do and she almost wished the rumours about Hell’s Place were true.

Everyone knew in the former council estate, it was filled with strange, chaotic and weird things like people disappearing and getting murdered like no tomorrow. Yet some people managed to survive and make sure their wildest dreams came true. 

It was just a shame that the rumours were only rumours. 

“You still don’t think it’s good enough, do you?” Jackie asked.

“It lacks vibrancy,” Arabella said. “It doesn’t pop. It doesn’t look like a picture. That’s what Brookes wants,”

“Why does it matter what Brookes wants?” Issac asked eating another peanut butter cookie.

Arabella laughed. Of course Issac wouldn’t understand. He was always more concerned about when and where he was going to have sex again. Jackie wasn’t much better, she was so busy with her medical studies, she didn’t really care about art. 

Arabella’s hands formed fists. She really needed to talk to more art students, more artists and she needed friends just as educated as her. She couldn’t afford to fail her degree, but maybe her choice of friends was simply dragging her down.

She shook away the silly thought. That wasn’t true. She was just stressed and Jackie and Issac were her best friends, she could never hurt them.

“Let me help,” Jackie said taking the brush. 

Arabella jerked away from her.

The metal tip of the brush sliced Jackie’s finger and a few drops of blood splashed over the slightly wet paint.

Arabella’s eyes widened. The dark red rich blood mixed perfectly with the dark green of the shaded leaves. It really did look alive and the image popped. She mixed the paint together a little more and she added a few more details like the veins of the individual leaves, and the painting was perfect.

At least that tiny portion of the painting was perfect.

Arabella looked at Jackie as she bit her finger sucking up all the blood. It wasn’t much blood but it would still add such a great depth and texture to her painting.

If she had Jackie’s blood, she could easily pass the module. She could become as great as all of her family and she wouldn’t be a failure to them. Hell, she might actually grow to become the best painter on the planet and then everyone, no matter how cultured they were, would love her. And her art.

“Could you splash some more on my painting please?” she asked.

“What the hell?” Jackie shouted. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

Issac came over and hugged Jackie. “Yeah, Bella. You just cut her and now you want... her blood. What’s wrong with you?”

“Come on, I need this. Brookes is going to fail me otherwise,”

Jackie and Issac just backed away and frowned at each other. They exchanged glances with the other and then back at Arabella. 

“We can tolerate your weird obsession with painting and you wanting to add so much weird stuff to your paint,” Issac said. “Remember when you added mud, poo and urine to your paint? This is too far,”

Arabella just shook her head. Those times
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