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CHAPTER 1 A Bit of an Accident

The first stupid thing I did was let my best friend Tina bring her wet football into the house.

The next stupid thing I did was let her muck about with it in my bedroom.

One kick too many, and, whoomph, there was a great big muddy patch on the wall, with brown splatters all around it.

“Mum’s going to kill me,” I told her.

Tina said, “Oh, come on, Jess. Maybe she won’t even see it.”

“Of course she’ll see it!” I snapped. “She’ll see it the moment she comes through the door.”

And I was right. Mum saw the brown patch as soon as she came in to take my phone off me that night. “What is that mess? How did that get on the wall?”

“It was a bit of an accident,” I told her.

“What sort of accident?” Mum looked at the mark more closely. “That is a football pattern,” she said. “In mud! You know you’re not allowed to muck about with balls in the house. How did that happen?”

I wasn’t going to tell on Tina in case Mum didn’t let her come round any more, so I just said, “I’m sorry!”

“You will be,” Mum said, “because we used up the last of the paint for this room. You’ll have to buy some more with your pocket money.”

“I haven’t any,” I reminded her. “You gave it to me early to buy that new fleece jacket. I still owe you for six more weeks.”

Mum tries not to be mean. “All right,” she said. “Then you can find something that’s the exact right size to cover that mark until we paint your room again.”

We both looked at the mess on the wall. It was a round splodge exactly as big as my hand when I spread out my fingers.

“That won’t be difficult,” I said. “Any old picture will do.”

“Not any old picture,” she said. “Look where the mess is. It’s right in that corner next to the window. So any picture you find will have to fit in that space.”
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She picked up the ruler that was lying on my table and laid it on the wall, over the mark.

“Exactly twenty centimetres wide,” she said. “No more, or it won’t fit. No less, or it won’t cover all the splatters.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll find a picture twenty centimetres wide. No more, no less. I’m on it, Mum.”

“You’d better be,” she said. “You’ve got one week to find a picture, or I’ll use your pocket money for two more weeks to buy paint.”

I’m sick of being broke. So I just nodded.






CHAPTER 2 Dead Creepy

It’s not as easy as you think to find a picture the exact right size. It’s even harder if you haven’t any money.

In the end, Tina lent me some that she’d been given for her birthday, and we went to the charity shop. They had so many pictures! Some were hung on the walls, and some were propped up on the shelves, and quite a few were just stacked against the wall at the back. All shapes and sizes.

“Something for everyone,” the man in the shop said. “Dogs. Horses. Beaches. Battles. Hills. Sunsets. You name it, we have a picture of it.”

“We don’t really care what it is,” said Tina. “We just need one that is exactly twenty centimetres wide.”

“No more, no less,” I added.

The man looked at us as if he thought we were a bit weird. But he did lend us a tape measure, and we began to look for what we wanted. Some of the pictures were too big and some were way too small. Not one of them was right.

“Bleh!” Tina muttered. “Shall we go?”

We went to give back the tape measure, but someone else had got to the man first. She slid a bag across the counter at him.

“Thanks, Mrs Tanner,” he said as he pulled out yet another picture. This one was of a smiling girl with the sort of tumbling red-gold hair you see on paintings of angels. All around her head the painter had put tiny, delicate violets.

“Oh!” the man said. “But you only bought this from us last week! I remember finding you a bag for it.”

“A week too long,” the woman said. “Just take it back, Melvin.” She shuddered. “I hate the picture. It’s dead creepy. It’s been keeping me awake at night. So you can have it back.”
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Melvin shrugged. “You’ve always been a very good customer,” he said. “Let me give you your money back.”

“No,” Mrs Tanner said. “All I want is to be rid of it. I never, ever want to see it again.”

She left the shop so fast that all three of us turned to stare after her. Then Melvin shook his head and picked up the picture Mrs Tanner had shoved across the counter. Along the bottom of the wooden frame was carved the word “Araminta”.

“Is that the girl’s name?” I asked.

Melvin shrugged again. “I suppose so.” He held up the picture so Tina and I could see it better. “She’s very beautiful. That sweet, kind, smiling face and all that blazing red hair. I wonder who she was.”

I wasn’t wondering who Araminta was. I was wondering exactly how wide the frame was. I stretched out the tape. The picture was twenty centimetres across. No more, no less.
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“We’ll take her,” I told Melvin. “She’s just what we want.”

He smiled. “Since Mrs Tanner didn’t want her money back, I guess you can have the picture for nothing.”

“Really?” I was dead happy about that. “For free?”

He slid the picture back into the bag and passed it over to me. “Why not?” he said.

And at the time — back then — I couldn’t think of any reason at all.






CHAPTER 3 Look Again

I gave Tina her birthday money back, and she went off home. I walked to my own house. All the way there, I kept pulling the picture out of the bag and looking at it.

I couldn’t work out what that woman had been going on about. There was nothing creepy about it. Nothing at all. The girl just had a smiling face with red-gold hair tumbling down. What was so creepy about that?

Mum found a hook, and we hung the picture on the wall.

“Perfect!” said Mum. “It fits exactly, and this Araminta is a good deal more lovely than that muddy patch. How old do you think she was when it was painted?”

“I don’t know,” I said. I stepped in close to peer at Araminta’s face. “Eleven, maybe? Twelve?”

“Really?” My mum was startled. “I would have guessed that she was only seven or eight.”

It was my turn to be surprised. “Only seven or eight?”

Both of us looked at Araminta a little longer. Then Mum went back to her computer, and I rang Tina. “That picture’s up on the wall,” I told her. “And it looks good. Mum’s happy.”

“Is it safe to come round again?” Tina asked.

“Safe to come round,” I said. “Just don’t bring your stupid football this time!”

Tina came right away and took a look at Araminta on the wall. “Yes,” she said. “She fits perfectly. Good thing she’s so old, or everyone might think that she’s your best friend, not me.”

“So old?” I was astonished. “I thought she was about eleven. And Mum said she thought she might be as young as seven.”

Tina said, “Look again.”

I looked again. And it was true that, this time, the girl in the picture looked a bit different to me. It was the same face, the same hair and the same smile. But now she looked much, much older — as if she knew a lot about the world. Much more than Tina and I did. As if she knew almost everything.
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“That’s a bit weird,” I said.

“Yes,” Tina said. “Maybe that’s why that Mrs Tanner who brought the picture back to the shop said she was so creepy.”






CHAPTER 4 Full Moon and Violets

That night there was a full moon. Its silver light swept over my bed. Mostly, I fall asleep as soon as I turn out the light and stay fast asleep till morning.

But not that night. I kept waking all the time. And even when I was sure I was awake, I still felt as if I were halfway in a dream.

Everything around me seemed a bit odd. The curtains were shifting in the breeze, and even after I got up and closed the window, they still seemed to billow and puff out over my bed.

The door was closed. So where were all those gusts of air coming from? I couldn’t work it out at all.

And I could smell perfume. Violets. Mum never wears perfume because it gives her rashes on her skin. Nobody else except Tina had been in my room, and Tina doesn’t ever smell of violets. So where was it coming from?

Then I thought I heard something. It was such a soft sound that I had to lie dead still to hear it clearly. Was it a chuckle? Yes! It was as if somebody miles away was having a secret laugh to herself about something.

Except I knew the laugh wasn’t coming from miles away at all. It was coming from up there on my wall.
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I twisted round in bed to stare at the picture. There was Araminta. She was staring back at me, right into my eyes. And
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