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   Chapter One

   Beacon of Hope

   
    T

   

   he tall, iron gate was visible in the distance at the end of a long, tree-lined drive. Throughout the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, the leaves on the trees had begun to turn with the coming of fall. Lois, who sat opposite her daughter in a white Toyota Camry with Mr. O’Malley in between them, preferred spring.

   “I know I’ve said this already, but you don’t have to do this,” her daughter reminded her from behind the wheel. “I’m more than happy for you to come live with me. Like I’ve said before, I could help you in the mornings and evenings, and Bobby could come home at lunch—”

   “I know.” Lois kissed Mr. O’Malley on the head. “But Baxter would eat Mr. O’Malley alive, and we couldn’t have that, could we, sweet boy?” She stroked her cat’s orange fur as he nuzzled her leg. At least her hands could still do that.

   “We’re lucky we found a place that allows pets,” Caroline pointed out, not for the first time. “Though, I must say, it’s farther away than I’d hoped—over an hour’s drive. I won’t be able to visit as often as I would have had you chosen a place closer to D.C.”

   Lois frowned. “That’s okay, sweetheart.”

   “I’m a chauffeur to Johnny and Matthew these days, running them from one practice to another. And this client I’m currently defending . . . his case is a nightmare.”

   “I understand. It’s not ideal, but it’s the best we could do.” 

   In addition to allowing well-trained pets, the assisted living center, which had originally been a colonial mansion, was cozier to Lois than the sterile institutions they had visited over the past few months. The grounds were lovely, too. Lois and Mr. O’Malley would enjoy exploring them.

   As the car approached the gate, the mansion beyond came into view, its wide porch, tall columns, and symmetrical dormers both welcoming and mysterious. 

   Lois’s stomach fluttered, and her mouth was suddenly dry. Although she had preferred Beacon of Hope to the other places they had visited, she hadn’t wanted to leave her home of over fifty years and couldn’t believe she was already at this stage in life.

   She missed her recliner in her cozy den with its rustic, stone fireplace and widescreen television. She missed her kitchen, even if she couldn’t use it anymore. She’d picked out the granite and backsplash and new cabinets. She’d designed the remodel over fifteen years ago. She missed her yard and the garden that once was. She missed her street, her neighbors, the trees. She missed the memories that still lived there.

   I’ve come here to die.

   A young woman in a red coat stood near the gate and moved aside as they passed. Lois gave her a friendly nod, but the woman stared blankly back as if she were a million miles away.

   “How strange,” Lois muttered.

   “We have to enter the code.” Her daughter rolled down her window and punched keys on the electric pad.

   The gate swung open, and Caroline pulled in. Lois glanced back at the woman in the red coat, who stood watching them drive away.

   They passed beautifully landscaped gardens along a circular drive with a fountain at its center, showcasing pink azaleas and white hydrangeas. Caroline parked near the entrance before popping the trunk and climbing out.

   “I’ll get your bags.”

   “I can help,” Lois insisted as she scooped up Mr. O’Malley, grateful that she could still hold things.

   A young man hurried toward them with a luggage cart. “Good afternoon, ladies. May I help you with your luggage?”

   He sounded more like a bellhop at a hotel than a caretaker at a nursing home.

   “They’re not ours,” Lois said. “They’re mine. My daughter won’t be joining me.”

   “Mom, he knows that.”

   The young man’s face turned red as he averted his eyes and piled the luggage onto the cart.

   “I was only teasing,” Lois explained. “You don’t think I know that he knows that this is a place for old people?”

   Caroline made no reply as they followed the young man through the grand foyer to the front desk, where a perky blonde smiled up at them. 

   “You must be Lois Grover.”

   “That’s me.” Lois glanced around, admiring the brightly painted walls—white, but not sterile—high ceilings, arches, crown molding, and impressive chandeliers. 

   Beautiful, but not home.

   “Well, I’m Nancy, and today’s your lucky day,” the receptionist declared with a grin. “We were able to get you a corner room with a window after all.”

   As Lois tried her best to hold her head steady, she forced a smile. “I’m lucky, alright.”

   To the right of the foyer, the door to the clinic yawned open, and a woman who appeared to be in her early eighties with red and silver curly hair and dark eyes stared curiously at Lois, as if she wanted to speak with her but didn’t know how to begin. The woman was tall and thin—quite fragile looking, even—and was dressed to the nines in a teal gown with a long string of pearls hanging around her neck. Lois gave her a polite smile and continued to look around as the receptionist at the front desk searched for Lois’s room key.

   Beyond the desk was a grand, winding staircase. Lois recalled that there was an elevator across from the landing—the “lobby elevator,” it was called, as there were two others, one in the east wing and the other in the west.

   To the left of the foyer, an office door swung open, and an oak-paneled room with a wooden desk and fireplace came into view just as a woman in her fifties looking a bit harried emerged from it.

   “Good afternoon, Mrs. Grover,” the woman greeted. She wore a long sweater with leggings and a pair of Sketchers that were like the ones Lois wore. The woman’s black hair was cut short in a bob with bangs. Her blue eyes peered up at Lois from beneath dark brows. “Do you remember me? I’m Paula Smith, the director.”

   Lois recalled when her own hair was black—even darker than Caroline’s, who had her father’s coloring. Now, it was as white as the whitest cloud in the sky. Lois kept it cut in short layers off her neck and out of her face.

   “Of course, I remember you.”

   “Do you prefer to be called Lois or Mrs. Grover?” Paula asked.

   “Lois, please.”

   “Welcome to Beacon of Hope, Lois,” Paula said with a bright smile. “Would you like a refresher tour of the house before we get you settled into your room?”

   “I would like that very much,” Lois replied. “I’ve toured a lot of places, and I think I’ve mixed them up.”

   “I quite understand,” Paula assured her. She turned to the young man with the luggage cart. “Nick, she’s in 24W, if you’d like to go on ahead of us.”

   The young man took the key from the receptionist and pushed the cart past the front desk toward the elevator.

   “This is your daughter, isn’t it?” Paula asked.

   Caroline extended her hand. “We met last month. I’m Caroline.”

   “That’s right.” Paula squeezed her hand. “And who could forget Mr. O’Malley?” Paula stroked Mr. O’Malley’s back.

   Lois beamed.

   “Just a reminder.” Paula lifted a finger in the air. “On the two main levels, the dining room is to the east of the staircase and the parlor to the west. Although most residents tend to eat on their own floor, it’s not mandatory, so if you make friends on a different level, feel free to eat with them. And if you don’t feel like being social, you’re welcome to request that your meals be brought to your room.”

   “I think I’d prefer to be fed in private,” Lois said soberly.

   Paula’s face paled. “Of course you would. Forgive me. I wasn’t thinking.”

   “Otherwise, Mom’s pretty social, aren’t you, Mom?” Caroline put an arm around Lois. “I can’t see you staying in your room much.”

   Lois glanced at the thin and frail redhead hovering in the doorway of the clinic. “I guess that depends on the company.”

   Paula turned to the redhead. “Darlene? Would you like to meet our newest resident?”

   Darlene eagerly approached the group in the foyer, dragging her dress shoes on the polished wood floor. “Parkinson’s?” the woman asked bluntly.

   “Essential body tremors,” Lois replied.

   Paula and Caroline exchanged awkward smiles.

   Darlene moved closer to Lois and, with bad breath wafting from her lips, asked, “Did you see her, at the gate?”

   “The woman in the red coat?” Lois asked Darlene.

   “What woman in a red coat?” Caroline asked her mother.

   “We passed her on the way in,” Lois told Caroline.

   “She just got here,” Darlene explained. “She’s the newest one.”

   “Mom, there was no woman at the gate,” Caroline insisted.

   “You were preoccupied with that keypad,” Lois said, though she was surprised her daughter hadn’t seen the woman.

   Paula gave Darlene a patronizing smile. “Honey, why don’t you help me give Lois a tour? Lois, this is Darlene. Darlene, Lois.”

   “Nice to meet you,” Lois said. “And this is my daughter, Caroline. And this cute thing is Mr. O’Malley.”

   “Pleasure,” Darlene replied, with not so much as a glance toward poor Mr. O’Malley, and, waving toward the doorway she had come from, added, “The clinic and surgery are through there, in the east wing. The most critical patients live across the hall from it. Wait, are you in the east or west wing?”

   Lois turned to Paula. “I’m not sure.”

   “The west,” Paula clarified.

   Darlene nodded. “Good. The west wing is for healthy patients. The east is for the sick and invalid.”

   Paula’s cheeks filled with color. “What Darlene means is that those residents who require extensive medical care live in the east wing, where we have quick access to the clinic and surgery via the east wing elevator.”

   “I’m in the east wing,” Darlene added. “Because of my marbles. I’ve been here for decades.”

   “Ten years,” Paula corrected, and turning to Lois, explained, “She’s in our memory care ward on the second floor. Come on, Darlene. Let’s show them around.”

   Caroline gave her mother a reassuring smile as they followed the other women.

   “You saw my office,” Paula pointed to the oak-paneled room with the cozy fireplace, and Lois and Caroline poked their heads through the doorway. “You can find me there every weekday from eight to five—though we have someone available at all hours of every day. I’ll show you how to use the system in your room when we get up there.”

   Lois followed Paula past the front desk toward the spiral staircase, where they turned right and entered a dining room with six round tables and chairs. Potted palms flanked the wall of windows, and French doors opened out onto the back garden. Paula crossed the room and slid open a set of sliding doors to reveal an adjoining room with a baby grand piano and a stack of additional chairs.

   “We open this up when we have events,” she explained. “We have singalongs, concerts, dances, and all sorts of fun activities in here. In fact, our annual fall variety show is in a few weeks, so you might start thinking of an act.” 

   Lois laughed out loud. She wouldn’t be caught dead doing an act in a variety show.

   Paula closed the room and turned to the French doors leading to the back garden. “You remember our gardens and pool, don’t you? The pool is gated for the protection of our residents. It’s also heated, and there’s a hot tub on the back end. We have water aerobics on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday mornings at 9 a.m., weather permitting.”

   “And there’s chair yoga on the other mornings,” Darlene added. “I do it religiously, when I remember.”

   Lois chuckled, and Darlene smiled, apparently glad that someone had appreciated her joke.

   “Water aerobics sounds like fun, Mom,” Caroline put in as they followed Paula past yellow roses and more pink azaleas. “You’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you?”

   “I’m sure I would, but I don’t have a suit.” And she doubted she could put one on. For as long as she could, she preferred to dress herself, and lately that meant no buttons, no zippers, no ties, and nothing she’d have to hold steady long enough to put her feet through. The only things she wore these days were slip-on shoes and long, cotton dresses that she could pull on over her head. Once her arms were trapped against her, she could slide them through the sleeves. And all her dresses had pockets for her weighted, voice-activated phone.

   “I’ll bring you one when I visit in two weeks,” Caroline offered.

   “And if you don’t want to wait,” Paula began, “you can go with the group to Walmart tomorrow after lunch.”

   “I thought tomorrow was Hobby Lobby,” Darlene said.

   “We have outings after lunch every weekday,” Paula informed Lois. “Mondays are for the grocery store—many residents like to have their own snacks on hand. But tomorrow is Walmart, Wednesday is Hobby Lobby, Thursday is Rainbow Nursery, and Friday is either J.C. Penny or Freda’s Hair Salon.”

   Lois thought she might enjoy the outings, even if she didn’t want a bathing suit.

   Paula showed her the nine-hole mini golf course on the far east of the estate, where verandas with their white columns provided the perfect spot for spectators. Although no one was playing now, two women sat on the second-floor veranda just visible through the spindles of the safety rail. One of them waved. Darlene waved back.

   “Cathy and Margaret,” Darlene said. “You’ll meet them later tonight.”

   “I will?” Lois asked.

   “We’re known for our outdoor porches,” Paula quickly explained, ignoring Darlene’s last comment. “In the early 1900s, this home was a sanitarium for tuberculosis patients, and the nurses would line the patients up on these porches because people back then believed fresh air would help them to recover.”

   “And we know how that turned out,” Lois muttered beneath her breath as she gave Mr. O’Malley a reassuring stroke.

   Darlene giggled, and she and Lois exchanged grins.

   “Your veranda is on the other side,” Paula added. “It overlooks the lawn bowling, which we do at eleven, just before lunch. You have your choice of lawn bowling and putt-putt golf.”

   “I thought table games were at eleven,” Darlene said.

   “Table games are at ten,” Paula corrected. “We play bingo, bunco, card games—a different game for each day of the week—in the first-floor dining room. Lawn games follow—though they’re available anytime you want to play.”

   Lois shook her head, doubting anyone could tell. Didn’t they realize she could no longer engage in any of those activities? Water aerobics, yes, if she could manage to get into a suit. But miniature golf? Bowling? She could barely brush her own hair.

   “Sounds like you keep your residents busy,” Caroline observed.

   “Not everyone participates in every activity,” Paula pointed out as she led them past the French doors they had exited from. “Everyone has their favorites, I guess. And a lot of folks just like to watch.” She led them through another set of open French doors. “This is the first-floor parlor. Most residents bring their family members here to visit, or they go out to the gardens, if the weather is nice. Sometimes the residents watch television together in the parlors on their respective floors when they want to get out of their rooms.”

   Beside a cozy fireplace, two residents in wheelchairs sat watching a gameshow on television. Paula greeted them and introduced them to Lois. Both ladies smiled and nodded but said nothing.

   From the parlor, Paula led them down the hall to the west wing elevator. “This elevator will take you up to your room. Notice that the library is right across the hall from it.” She led them inside a beautiful oak-paneled room with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on every wall. “If you want a new book to read, feel free to come down here and peruse. You’re welcome to read here in one of the armchairs or couches, or you can take the book up to your room. You don’t have to check anything out. Just put it in the cart by that desk when you’re done with it.”

   Although Lois listened to audiobooks these days because she found it difficult to turn the pages of a print book, she thought she would enjoy spending time in the cozy library. Maybe she’d browse the titles for ideas.

   From the library, they took the elevator to the second floor. 

   “Remind me how many floors there are?” Caroline asked in the elevator.

   “Four, counting the basement and attic. Most patients are on the two main floors,” Paula replied. “Our hospice residents live in the basement across from the staff break room in the east wing. The kitchen and laundry room are down there, too.”

   “The morgue is also in the basement,” Darlene added. “Somehow, I never forget that.”

   Lois shuddered.

   “What about the attic?” Caroline asked.

   “Mostly staff and a handful of married residents,” Paula replied. “Five of our staff members live here in attic suites. Let’s see, there’s Douglas . . . he’s the superintendent, Dr. Rosenberg . . . she’s always on call, two nurses . . . Sheila and Kiana, and me. In total, thirty-eight patients and five staff members live here.”

   Darlene gave Lois a funny smile. “You saw her, didn’t you? At the gate?”

   Lois nodded.

   “She’s the newest one,” Darlene said again. “We’ll talk more about her tonight.”

   The elevator doors opened, and Paula took two quick lefts. “Here’s your room, Lois—24W.”

   Darlene’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

   Lois furrowed her brow. “Is something wrong?”

   “This was what’s-her-name’s room. She died yesterday—or was it the day before?”

   “Last month,” Paula corrected. “Janie’s in a better place now, isn’t she, Darlene?”

   “Not yet,” Darlene said. 

   Paula gave Lois an awkward smile as she opened the door and ushered her into her new home. It wasn’t very spacious, but it was charming with its colonial moldings and wainscotting, and it did have a window overlooking the front of the estate and the beautiful gardens.

   “You have access to the west veranda right out here, where you can watch lawn bowling, or just enjoy the view beyond. The sunsets are spectacular, and it’s quite peaceful out there.”

   “Except at night,” Darlene said.

   “Even at night,” Paula assured them.

   Paula showed her the communication system—an old-fashioned speaker on the wall that had buttons for calling the kitchen, the maintenance manager, the front desk, the nurse on call, or the director. The buttons were nice and big—unlike those on a phone—and Lois should have no trouble pushing them.

   “We’ll let you get settled in,” Paula said. “Oh, and you should order your meals from the kitchen about thirty minutes before you want to eat them. Breakfast is available between seven and nine, lunch between twelve and two, and dinner between six and eight. And there’s a calendar of activities on your desk. I think the water aerobics would be good for you.”

   “Thank you,” Caroline said on Lois’s behalf, which Lois didn’t like.

   “Yes, thank you very much,” Lois said.

   “Here’s your key,” Paula handed it over to Lois. “Most of the residents don’t lock their doors, but it’s your choice. All the staff carry a master. With the security gate, there’s nothing to worry about. We’ve never had any issues. The worst thing that might happen is someone from the memory ward coming to your room by mistake.”

   Lois dropped the key into her pocket. “Thank you.” She was disappointed that it was an old-fashioned metal key. Key cards were easier for her to use with her tremors.

   “What was I just saying?” Darlene asked.

   “We were about to say goodbye to Lois, our newest resident,” Paula replied.

   “Yes, goodbye,” Lois said. “It was nice to meet you.”

   “Oh, and your cat is welcome to wander the grounds with supervision but not the house,” Paula added as she stepped into the hall. “You’ll have to carry him if you take him out of your room.”

   “Of course.” Lois stroked Mr. O’Malley’s back and kissed his head. “Thanks again.”

   “One more thing,” Paula said from the hallway. “We lock the building at ten every night. If you go outside after ten, you’ll set off an alarm in our superintendent’s room in the attic.”

   “I won’t go out after ten,” Lois assured her.

   “Let me know if you need anything,” Paula said with a wave.

   “See you tonight,” Darlene said.

   Lois gave her a polite smile. “Goodbye.”

   Once they were alone in Lois’s new home, Caroline turned to her. “A lady in a red coat at the gate? What was that about, Mom? Should I be worried?”

   Lois frowned. “No, sweetheart. You were distracted, but I’m telling you, she was there. Now, help me unpack my things, will you? Mr. O’Malley needs his litter box.”

   
   Chapter Two

   The Twilight Society

   
    L

   

   ois stood on the veranda across from her second-floor room at Beacon of Hope watching her daughter drive away. To the west, a stunning sunset bathed the sky in pinks and purples, making silhouettes of the tall juniper trees that lined the grounds. The faint mountain peaks beyond added to the majestic view. Directly below, the vacant bowling lawn lay in near darkness. To the south, the fountain in the center of the circular drive at the front of the mansion sprayed arcs of water in three directions, landing in a pool bordered by pink azaleas and white hydrangeas. But it was the white Toyota Camry disappearing behind the gate that drew Lois’s attention as her stomach became queasy and her eyes filled with tears.

   Lois wondered if she’d made a mistake in not accepting Caroline’s offer to move in with her. Yes, she’d made a mistake! She waved her arms in the air, desperately beckoning her daughter to come back, but it was too late. Caroline drove on, out of view. Lois clutched her stomach as tears slipped down her cheeks. She wanted to go home.

   Squinting through those tears, Lois caught sight of a flash of red near the gate. She wiped and strained her eyes. That couldn’t be the lady in the red coat. She wouldn’t have been out there waiting for—how long had it been—two hours?

   The fading light made it impossible for Lois to be sure. She waited for the sun to disappear behind the junipers and, fighting another wave of tears, returned across the hall to her room.

   Mr. O’Malley was asleep on her bed when she entered. At least one of them was adjusting well, though she had hoped he would try out the new, five-foot cat activity tower Caroline had assembled for him. He hadn’t touched it yet. 

   “Oh, Mr. O’Malley,” she said to her cat. “We both have to get used to things, don’t we?”

   Glancing over the framed photos that Caroline had set out for her on her desk and dresser, Lois allowed her tears to fall. Caroline had also left their family photo album on the desk. Lois hadn’t looked through it in a long time. It had been seven years—after Phil had died—but now she sat in the recliner and tried to open it, her hands jerking uncontrollably.

   Lois managed to open the photo album in her jerky, frenetic way to take in her younger self staring back at her. She was standing next to Phil, and they were in their late twenties and recently married. It was the year she had started teaching high school English at O’Connor. She had no idea then that she would teach at that same school for thirty years.

   On the next page, she and Phil were holding baby Ben—their sweet, sweet boy taken far too soon. There he was at two in his Spiderman pajamas. By age four, those same pajamas were threadbare but still in everyday use. Her stomach hardened into a knot as she once again wondered how things might have been different had she locked that upstairs window. She shuddered out a terrible sob, grieving for what might have been, and grieving for what was. She turned the page and saw Phil and her in their late thirties holding baby Caroline. The memories of their lives together flooded through her as she turned the pages, her life literally flashing before her—Caroline’s childhood, their family vacations, Phil making partner at the law firm, the marriage of Caroline and Bobby, and the births of first Johnny and then Matthew. When she came to the end of the book, she couldn’t believe it had all happened, that it was all behind her now, and that there was nothing for her to look forward to. There were no plans, no goals. Just waiting.

   As if sensing her distress, Mr. O’Malley woke up from his nap and hopped from the bed and onto her lap. Lois held her cat in her arms, steady now that they were at rest, and smothered the top of his head with a litany of kisses. She could not have done this without him. Thank God for Mr. O’Malley.

   
   When the nurse came with her tray of dinner a half hour later, Lois was pleasantly surprised. After a year of eating mostly ready-made finger foods, the baked turkey with mashed potatoes, gravy, and green beans were a welcome treat.

   Kiana, the kind woman in her late thirties who had brought up Lois’s tray, recommended that Lois sit in the recliner rather than in the chair at the table to eat.

   “Let’s recline you just a little,” Kiana had suggested, her long, brown hair tied back in a ponytail, “so that your head is at rest. Then, it will be smooth sailing.”

   Kiana had been right.

   “So, tell me about yourself,” Lois said after she’d eaten a few bites of the
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