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      Maxine Pari sat in Jill Roscoe’s real estate office waiting for Jill. Through the window that separated the small office from the larger reception area, she watched Jill at the copy machine. The machine spit out paper out at a remarkable speed. Jill watched the process as if mesmerized. 

      A little ball of anxiety flittered in Maxine’s stomach. She’d fallen in love with a small house less than a half mile from the ocean. Standing on the front porch for the first time, she smelled the salty ocean air. 

      The moment she stepped into the house, she knew. This was it. She really, really wanted the house. 

      To keep her mind from obsessing about what might be wrong with the contract, Maxine surveyed Jill’s office. The stuffy room smelled like a car with new air freshener that made Maxine’s throat tickle. She quickly opened the office door to let in the cooler air from the reception area.

      The office decor might have been ripped from an old 1940’s noir private-eye movie, where the intrepid hero was on the verge of getting evicted. Jill must have chosen the decor purposefully because she didn’t appear to be on the verge of eviction.

      Nothing about the office reflected a successful business, which seemed weird since three separate people had recommended Jill as ‘the best realtor.’ The carpet was old but clean, a row of metal file cabinets lined one wall. Jill said she didn’t trust digital files. She also didn’t trust voice messages, but text messages were fine.

      The woman was a ball of eccentricities, but she’d worked hard to help Maxine find a house, going out of her way until they found the perfect house. She’d won Maxine’s appreciation. 

      Now the big question was—were the owners stonewalling or raising the price or something else so strange that Jill was making her a copy of the contract the other realtor sent?

      Maxine dabbed her forehead with a tissue from the desk. Even with the door open and some of the cool air from the reception area sneaking in, the rooms were too hot.

      The copy machine stopped. Jill with a frown that would have frightened small children marched toward the office. Her body language caused Maxine to stand.

      Jill, a short woman with short black hair that looked glued in place, made eye contact with Maxine. Her bright red lipstick seemed out of place as her frown deepened.

      On her first visit, Maxine almost ran out the door, but Jill was one of those strange people who made other people feel as if everything would work out because she would make it so. Maxine stayed and discovered that Jill had three excellent qualities. 

      She had listened to what Maxine wanted, she found properties that were almost exactly what her client wanted. When they went to view the house, Maxine noticed every single little repair that needed to be made. Then she somehow got the sellers to agree to fix everything.

      Maxine fell in love with the little house. It wasn’t too big, or two small, Goldilocks would have been right at home. 

      The bid was accepted within an hour, which caused Maxine to wonder what was wrong with the house. From the look on Jill's face, she was about to find out.

      Jill’s message today simply said, “Got the contract. You need to come over ASAP, there are a few oddities.”

      Maxine tapped her foot like someone with restless leg Syndrome. Jill’s usual chipper personality had morphed into a morose dejection. There was a good possibility that Maxine wasn’t going to like the contract.

      Jill hurried into the office. She motioned Maxine to sit and slipped a handful of pages her way. 

      Maxine scanned the first page, which looked like standard contract legal jargon. Across from her, Jill grabbed the eyeglasses that dangled on the multicolored beaded necklace round her neck and slipped them onto her face. For a moment, her eyes looked huge. The magnifying effect vanished as quickly as it came.  

      With a dramatic sigh, she sat behind her generic circa 1945 desk. The army greenish metal desks reminded Maxine of an old desk her father used to keep in the garage. The odd thing was this desk looked brand new.

      “You can read it if you want, but it might be quicker if I just give you the bad news. I have a feeling this might be a deal breaker.”

      Maxine heart did a thump, thump of disappointment. Her fib could have been acting up. She swallowed and ignored the knot in her stomach. She really, really wanted to find a way to make this sale work.

      “Are you saying there’s something wrong with the structure of the house?”

      “No. Well not exactly. There are odd stipulations.”

      “Stipulations?” Maxine had never heard of stipulation in buying a house. “Can sellers make stipulations?”

      “Yes, they can, but we can negotiate.”

      “Okay. Give me the bad news.”

      “Well, first there’s Mr. Tibbs. He comes with the house. He’s a calico cat who has been with the house since . . .”

      Jill glanced at the paper in front of her. When she looked up she was pressing her Santa Claus red lips together, looking very much like someone who was trying not to laugh. 

      “Umm, well . . . since 1978 when the house was built. Also, his great, great, great grandson, Sprinkles, comes with the house.”

      Several unsavory thoughts rushed through Maxine’s mind.

      She chose the least offensive and asked, “Are these cat’s stuff like a taxidermist might do?”

      “Well, um . . . no, they are not stuffed.”

      “Hold on. Cat’s don’t live . . . what forty-plus years? Is this a joke?”

      Jill rubbed her hand on her forehead as if a headache were brewing or percolating . . . whatever headaches did when a person wanted to run screaming from the room. 

      “Yes, it probably is, but the owners are serious. They believe Mr. Tibbs is a ghost cat. His grandson Sprinkles is still alive, but very old. They want Sprinkles to live his days out in the house where he was born.”

      Jill closed her eyes and sighed.

      Maxine didn’t know her well, but she knew her well enough to know that the worst news was yet to come.

      “Let’s skip to the chase, there’s something worse that you don’t want to tell me. Just say it,” she said to Jill.

      Jill placed her elbows on the desk, took off her glasses, and rubbed her hands over her face. Maxine had seen her father make those same movements just before his exasperation led him to raise his voice.

      Jill didn’t raise her voice. She whispered. “The house is haunted.”

      Maxine chuckled. The owners were pranksters or crazy . . . it would probably be better not to call them crazy.

      Jill leaned back in her chair and looked at Maxine with a growing smile.

      “So, the owners are eccentric?” Maxine asked.

      “You could say that . . . there’s more.”

      “I don’t believe in ghosts, Sprinkles? . . . he can stay. What else.”

      “There is a list of foods to feed Sprinkles . . . and do you remember the smallish bedroom next to the kitchen.”

      Maxine nodded. It looked like something right out of a 1940’s melodrama.

      She realized that no one was going to come to the house and make sure she was feeding Sprinkles the exact food the owners fed him, nor was their ghost cat going to run to them complaining.

      This suddenly turned into something quite entertaining. She wondered if this was why the house hadn’t sold. She should have bid lower.
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