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SAL TRANSPORTED US to the Library in our usual shimmering fashion, appearing at one of the free spaces in that ordered, but untidy-looking main room. The shelves still seemed to grow from floor to ceiling like trees, casting shade on each other like a forest.

We found Jude was sitting on the Arts & Crafts styled couch, dressed all in black as usual with her booted and jeans-covered legs draped across the chair-matching coffee table. Stacks of books on all sides of her legs suggested she'd been reading for awhile. The librarians Granger and Ben had been bringing her more. A platter of large chocolate-raisin cookies and thick, rich brownies was on one side of her, a tall insulated stainless container on the floor beside her. Steam rose from the open port in its lid.

Jude looked up when she saw we'd finished shimmering. “Oh hi-ya John! Your idea about reading fiction to learn what not to do is a great one. It's fascinating to see what people and ghosts think they are supposed to act like. I've been reading along on this one about “Ghost Exterminators” and it's really cute. Of course, their theory is a bit off, but it's something to think about. You know, they may have based that “Ghost Busters” movie on it, although it was several decades earlier.” 

Jude moved her long legs to let me pass her on the far side. Sal meanwhile picked up the plate of treats and offered me one. I took a brownie and so did she, before perching that plate on one of the more stable book piles. 

Sal then reclined in the couch corner, against its arm. Her blonde hair and gold pin-striped beige suit was highlighted against the somber dark leather couch and Jude's black outfit. Sal nibbled her thick brownie with relish, particularly its cream-cheese frosting.

Jude continued, “I had Ben bring out a couple more copies of the book as I thought you'd like to see it.” 

She set her own book on her lap upside down, then picked up two copies and handed us one each. “They're tabbed for you.” Jude then grabbed another cookie, sat back and replaced her booted feet on the table. She took a big bite out of her cookie and picked up her own book. Jude brushed off the fallen crumbs and lost herself in reading again.

Granger arrived at that point with a lidded, stainless mug for both Sal and me. Granger also managed to have her fingers touch mine as she passed it over. Then Granger stood with misty eyes on me, stroking the hand I'd touched, until Ben came shortly after her and firmly led her back to other duties deep in the floor-to-ceiling stacks. 

I settled back with my thick brownie in one hand, a hot beverage nearby, and began reading my own copy.
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I'D FIRST RUN INTO the idea of a ghost exterminator from a real estate agent. We happened to be in a used book store on Mission Street in San Francisco. We were both in the paranormal fiction section picking out something that would take our minds off things so we could sleep better at night. I was looking for short stories, as they don't sneak cliff-hangers in at the ends of chapter. I hated spending my night constantly wondering how the hero is going to get out of the next mess. Defeats the reason for reading to get to sleep, if you know what I mean.

Anyway, this guy and I both reached for the same book. And we collided, apologized, and I let him take it. It was a book on haunted houses.  Hopefully, there was another copy around, or more by that author, but I wasn't particular and I told him so. 

It was his offhand comment that stopped me dead in my tracks.

“There's one thing,” he said, “that affects city property here in a curious way. You know we have a good many murders here, and so a certain apartments attain a very sensational and undesirable reputation. These places are almost impossible to rent. You can hardly even get a decent family to take them rent-free. In San Fransisco we have a great many places said to be haunted. And that drives the price down, so that are frequently "flipped" and yet still remain for sale. They are simply losses on the books. Not even worth the cost of tearing down. (And actually that doesn't get rid of the problem. They'll even haunt the empty lot and the new construction.) But I've found a way to make them profitable again, and that has made me a nice fortune."

The subject of ghosts interested me as a amateur paranormal investigator. Most of the leads you get never pan out, as old houses were known to creak, and the imaginations of people in general run well ahead of their facts. So finding few actual cases of ghosts that could be documented kept me from ever turning it into a professional business. Just no money in it. 

Until I had met Bob and his stories of haunted buildings where ghosts were keeping rental apartment buildings unprofitable.

We had a little discussion there in the store. I already had a shopping bag of books I was going to take home, so he took the book in question and we paid the owner, then went next door to a coffee shop to continue our conversation.

Bob continued over his latte, "At first, I was in the red with these new purchases. Because there was no government requirement that you had to state there was any such infestation. However, the ex-renters would tell you with wide eyes what they had seen and heard. So these were dead timber on my hands until I happened to notice that some Japanese have no objections to spooks. So whenever I have found I have spooks in a new building I've bought, I just rent it to one of these families as a discount rate. After they've taken the curse off, I pay them an extra sum to find another apartment or house. Then I can finish the renovations and put it on the market again.”
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