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      With all the heaviness in the world, I wanted to start a new series that was a little lighter. I never want to write a story that minimizes the heaviness of the world, but I knew this series needed to focus more on joy. It has been a delight to write and see these characters take form on the page. This may be the first story I have written where I have broken down laughing while writing it. I hope you find the humor in it as well.

      The Unexpected Tenant still covers serious topics, but Sam is there to make them lighter. I hope you fall in love with Max and Robbie as much as I have, and settle down for a bit in Immortal, CO. There are plenty of mysteries left to solve.
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      The driveway was empty when Max pulled in. His grandfather’s car wasn’t visible, and he wondered if it was in the garage—or maybe he’d sold it. Max realized he should have paid more attention when his grandfather mentioned he had stopped driving a few months ago.

      Darkness had fallen hours ago, but there was enough light from the nearby streetlight to illuminate his way as he got out of his car, stretching after the long drive, and pulled out his suitcase.

      The house was dark. Whoever had locked it up for the last time had turned off all the lights. Or maybe the electricity had been shut off. His arms tingled as if he were being poked with thousands of needles, and his stomach felt as if it had dropped out of his body. Max closed his eyes to focus on his breathing. There was no use worrying about needing to deal with the power until he knew it was an issue.

      “Don’t invent problems.” That was his newest therapist’s favorite line. She was right, even if his anxiety liked to disagree.

      A flicker of light caught his attention. He turned to see a face peeking out from the curtains of the house across the street. His arrival had been noted, and no doubt would be passed along the grapevine until by morning most of Immortal, Colorado’s residents would know that he was back. Hopefully, they wouldn’t ring his doorbell with plates of food and fake sympathy.

      Enough stalling, Max told himself. With a deep sigh, he found the correct key and walked toward the front door.

      The house was a single-floor ranch-style painted light blue. It was small, two bedrooms, but his grandfather said it was the perfect size for his retirement—his second empty-nest phase of life.

      The key slid into the front door easily. When Max opened the entrance, more darkness greeted him. He fumbled on the side of the wall, trying to remember where the light switch was. Just as he resigned himself to pulling out his phone flashlight, he found the switch. Brightness filled the entryway, and Max’s body relaxed in relief. Now he wouldn’t have to call the power company. That was one less thing he had to do.

      Max glanced at the neighbor through the open door. They were watching with no attempt to hide their interest. He glared, knowing full well they couldn’t see it. Then he shut the front door.

      “Poppy, I’m here.”

      He didn’t expect a response, but a part of himself needed the familiar routine. Whenever he came home—and even though Max had not lived in this specific house, it was still his home—his grandfather would make his way to the door after Max had announced himself. He would wrap him in a hug—deep pressure, how he preferred. Although the force had become more frail over the last few visits. It was another sign he had missed. Then his grandfather would ask how the drive was as he ushered him into the dining room for a glass of chocolate almond milk.

      Max slipped off his shoes and went into the kitchen—alone. He pulled open the refrigerator. Light flooded the room from the open door. With it came a rank smell that wafted from the appliance, filling the same space. The fridge was mostly empty. A carton of chocolate almond milk, some rotting produce, and a few glass containers that held food so covered in fuzz that Max couldn’t guess at what it was once supposed to be. He quickly closed the door.

      What had his grandfather been eating? Max should have disobeyed and come sooner. That’s what grandsons do. They don’t take things at face value, when his grandfather obviously hadn’t been doing well.

      Max walked out of the kitchen and grabbed his suitcase, wheeling it down the hallway and past the closed door of his grandfather’s bedroom and into his own. Then he flicked on the lights and was met with the unfamiliarity of this new room.

      His grandfather had taken all the things from his childhood—his trains, spaceships, and dinosaurs—and put them on display. They were lining bookcases and placed on wall-mounted shelves. A double bed took the space that his former twin bed had held in his old room. Max had never spent enough time on the bigger bed for it to be comfortable, even if it was better than the cheap mattress at his apartment. But now it was unexpectedly welcoming. He dropped his six-foot frame onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling.

      Emotions swirled inside him. They were a mess of confusion, but in the house’s silence, he tried to name them—as a previous therapist had suggested. He forgot which one.

      There was anger at himself for not being present at the end of his grandfather’s life. But there was also anger at his grandfather for not telling him. They had an understanding—or Max thought they had. If he was supposed to know something, his grandfather told him. There were no hints, beating around the bush, or making him guess. He wasn’t good at that kind of thing. In return, Max called his grandfather Poppy. He said it made him feel less old as he was hanging out with the other parents when he picked Max up from school. It was a deal they struck when Max first came to live with his grandfather, and until now, it had worked well.

      Max had been replaying their conversations in his head the entire eighteen-hour drive. There had been no clue that things were this bad. He knew his grandfather had been sick—a terrible cold, he had said, not cancer. His grandfather had never once mentioned cancer. Max had, once again, not been able to say goodbye. At least while his grandfather was still alive. He pulled himself out of bed and looked around his room.

      “Where are you?”

      When there wasn’t an answer, he rushed to his grandfather’s room. It smelled stale. Someone had made the bed and turned off the medical equipment. Max didn’t know what any of the devices did, but he was sure they didn’t send just anyone home with medical equipment.

      Next to his bed was a long metal pole that probably once held bags of medication or saline dripping into his grandfather’s veins. Then there was a device, now silent, that Max assumed had monitored his blood pressure and oxygen. The cords lay wrapped around the base. More equipment was scattered about, lifeless, without purpose. It was all such a mystery, one Max would have to figure out. Did the equipment stay? Would someone pick it up? Did other people know how to handle it all?

      “I’m sorry. I should have been here. You thought I was busy, but they had refused my vacation. You said it would be okay. It wasn’t okay. I should have come back anyway.”

      Max threw open the bathroom door. He peeked into the hall closet. Then he stormed through the house as if looking for something … or someone. He stopped in the living room. There was his grandfather’s favorite chair. Max had so many memories of him sitting there, listening to Max go on about his current obsession. He never once told Max to be quiet or to move on to another topic. He just listened as Max talked, sometimes for hours.

      The chair was empty.

      He went back into the kitchen, turning on the lights this time. There on the table was an envelope with his name written on it. MAX in all capitals, like his grandfather liked to write it, because a name like his needed extra excitement. The lettering was shaky, though, as if his grandfather’s hands were trembling as he wrote it out.

      At first, he couldn’t bring himself to pick it up. It sat there, taunting him. Max stood frozen, all sense of time gone. Then, just as suddenly, the spell broke, and he walked forward and picked up the letter.

      The envelope was light, fragile even. The rays of the bulb pierced straight through, illuminating a piece of paper. Maybe if he looked closer, he could see what it said without having to open it up. Without having to make it real. Max let out a deep sigh. He was an adult now, and this was very real.

      Max opened the drawer next to the dishwasher and pulled out a letter opener. He carefully entered it at the top of the envelope so it would not slice the paper, and then slid it across. The sheet remained untouched as he put the letter opener back in the drawer, closing it slowly. It was a means of buying time. He wasn’t sure he was ready for what he would read.

      
        
        Max,

        

        If you’re reading this, then I’m gone. I know you’re looking for me, no matter what that therapist convinced you of, but I’ve moved on. I’ve had a good life. There was a time that I thought nothing would make me happier than raising your mom, and then you moved in.

        I know that you’re mad at me for not telling you how sick I was. Please believe me when I say that I tried, but I didn’t want to complicate your routine. You are doing well in LA with your job, helping people like you always wanted to do. I was going to tell you when you were to visit next month. Unfortunately, things have been heading downhill fast.

        Don’t worry. I’m not alone. My friend Vic has been staying with me. Again, don’t worry. He’s been sleeping on the couch. We know how much you hate people on your bed, all the skin follicles. You would understand, given the circumstances, but Vic says the couch is better for his back anyway.

        I had a good life. Seeing you grow up was more than any man could ask for. It seems like it was just yesterday that I was thirty-five years old. It’s such a wonderful age. Don’t get so caught up in work that you forget to live as well.

        I’m sure you feel you’re in over your head, but I didn’t leave you alone. Go to my lawyer’s office tomorrow morning. His office opens at eight, but he will expect you anytime. He’s a bit stuffy, but a great guy. I made him promise he would help you with everything.

        You got this.

        I’ll tell your mom and dad how much you love them, even though I’m sure they already know. They are watching over you. I know I will be as well.

        

        All my love,

        Poppy

      

      

      Max sat with the letter clenched in his hands. His last hope of saying goodbye was gone. Spirits didn’t hang around after their death if there wasn’t an unresolved issue. His grandfather had seemed fine when he wrote, maybe even eager for the end. Once a spirit passed … well, whatever Max’s gift … curse … he didn’t see them anymore.

      He wiped off the tears that had fallen and stood.

      “I can’t see ghosts. Ghosts aren’t real.” It was what his therapist had taught him to say. The one from a few years ago. Max had forgotten his name, but he remembered the chair with the plastic vinyl that stuck to his arms and creaked every time he moved. His current therapist didn’t know about the spirits. Max didn’t want her to worry.
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      “You have arrived at your destination.”

      Max pulled into one of the empty slots on the side of the road. It had only been a seven-minute drive, requiring two turns. But Max was grateful for the directions. He tended not to go anywhere without turning on his phone’s GPS. Otherwise, he ended up hopelessly lost.

      The downtown area of Immortal was exactly as he remembered it from the last time he had visited. There was a row of shops on each side, all fairly identical except for the signs. Despite it being just after eight in the morning, most of the parking along the avenue was empty. A few businesses, such as the bookstore and ice cream parlor, weren’t even open. Most cars, as few as there were, pulled up to a shop at the other end of the street. They would park for a few minutes and come out with white cups before driving off again.

      Max could see the lawyer’s office a few stores up. It was hard to miss with the block lighted letters that spelled out just “Lawyer,” as if there was nothing else to convey. Maybe there wasn’t. There was likely no other lawyer in town. The lights were on in the office, but there was no other indication that it was open.

      He knew he needed to go in. The letter mentioned the lawyer would expect him, but his body refused to move.

      “How can I do this without you?” He glanced around the car, hoping that his grandfather would be right there, ready to help him as he had done so many times before. He wasn’t. Of course he wasn’t. He was gone.

      Max looked around as if trying to find someone else to take his place, but the street was empty. He closed his eyes, bunched up his hands, and took a deep breath. “You are an adult. It is time to act like one.” He waited a moment to see if his chastisement would help. It didn’t. Still, he opened his door and got out of the car.

      The small downtown was quiet and clean. It was nothing like LA, which seemed to get louder and more crowded each year. Or maybe he was getting old. Max commanded his feet to move. Eventually, they obeyed, and together they made their way to the office. The door jingled when he opened it. The waiting room wasn’t large; just a few plastic chairs, a skinny table with coffee, and a desk, behind which a middle-aged woman was sitting.

      “How can I help you, hon?”

      Her hair was light red and pulled back into a puffy ponytail. It was from a bottle or natural, Max could never tell, but it matched her pale skin and lightly freckled face. She smiled at him in a way that seemed fake, but it could easily be reassuring to others. The wildest things reassured other people. Max preferred honesty, even when he was having a bad day. Maybe especially then.

      “Do you need a lawyer?”

      “Yes,” Max realized he had been staring, and diverted his eyes to a picture of a parrot hanging over the woman’s head. “I’m expected. Or, he said, I would be expected. That I needed to come here today.” The words came out all wrong.

      Her smile finally dropped. It was a look he was used to, one that said I know something isn’t quite right with you, but I can’t tell what it is. He got it all the time.

      “Are you in some sort of trouble?”

      “I … my grandfather died.” His voice caught. There were emotions there, but he bottled them up while he was in public. It was hard enough paying attention to this conversation without having to unpack feelings as well. “He left me a note telling me I needed to come here today. I mean, he wrote it before he died. Dead people can’t write notes.”

      “You’re Greg’s grandson? The autistic one?”

      Max rubbed his hands on his jeans, letting the coarseness of the fabric ground him to the moment. Then he nodded. He didn’t mind being called autistic because he was autistic. It was the way her whole body changed, like he was now something else … something different from what he walked in as.

      “Mr. Tallow will see you soon. Take a seat.”

      The plastic seats looked like they belonged in an elementary school classroom, not capable of holding a full-grown adult. The fluorescent lights flickered above him as they emitted a low humming noise. Water flowed through pipes in the wall, and the coffeepot had a constant dripping sound.

      “I can come back later if he is busy.”

      “Do you have somewhere else to be?”

      “Um … no.” It seemed like a trick question, one to trap him in this sensory nightmare. He sat down on a chair, carefully leaving as much weight on his legs as possible. The situation was awkward enough without a chair collapsing under him. That is something that would have happened to him … had happened to him.

      “I’m Betty. Betty Tallow.”

      “I’m Max.”

      “I know, hon.”

      Max clenched his hands into fists. His answer had been automatic from years of social skills classes. Except that he was an adult now and should have thought before answering. At thirty-five, he should be capable of making small talk. “Tallow. So you’re related to the lawyer?”

      “I’m his wife. Do you want a cup of coffee? You can help yourself.”

      He realized he had been glancing over at the coffeepot. The dripping noise wouldn’t stop, and he couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. “No, thank you. I don’t drink coffee.”

      Immediately, he started second-guessing himself. Maybe he should have gotten some. It would have given his hands something to do. Perhaps pouring out the liquid would have quieted the machine. Instead, Max had left himself with nothing to focus on as Betty went back to her computer. She kept glancing over at him, and he tried not to let his anxiety show. He searched for a safe place to look until his gaze finally settled on the carpet. It was coarse, dark brown, and not all that interesting.

      Eventually, a door next to Betty’s desk opened. Out walked a man shorter than Max and a few decades older. His chestnut hair was thinning on top noticeably, despite his attempts to hide it. The gentleman was slender with a bit of a pouch around his middle that came from too much sitting.

      “This is Greg’s grandson,” Betty said.

      “Hi. I’m Max.” He stood up and held out his hand. The lawyer grasped it, shaking vigorously. Max tried not to focus on all the germs that were transferred. If only fist bumps had stayed socially acceptable, or if bowing had caught on in the Western world.

      “Pleasure to meet you, despite the circumstances. Your grandfather spoke about you so much that I feel like I’m meeting a celebrity. Shall we go talk?”

      Max assumed this was a question that didn’t require an answer. Mr. Tallow wrapped his arm around Max’s back and ushered him into the office.

      The chairs in the smaller room were made of wood, with cushioning. They looked sturdy at first glance, much to Max’s relief. As he sat down, Mr. Tallow walked
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