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			To our parents—Robert S. Chappell and Joanne Chappell, and Dorothy Gullixson and Conrad F. Gullixson—for modeling love, strength, and persistence throughout their lives and for reminding us of the blessings, hardships, and vulnerability in aging. Rest in peace, “poor old Robert.”
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			An overview of the Varenna complex with Villa Capri on the front right. Photo by Donald Laird.
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			Varenna overlooks Fountaingrove Lake. Photo by Donald Laird.
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			NOTE TO THE READER

			This book documents events leading up to, during, and following the October 2017 Wine Country Fires with an emphasis on the devastating impacts of the Tubbs Fire that swept through and around the area encompassing Varenna and Villa Capri, two senior living complexes in Santa Rosa, California. We began investigating this story in August 2018 after interviewing Melissa Langhals, a family member who rushed to Villa Capri to check on her mother, and seeing how her version of events contradicted the story Oakmont Senior Living was telling on a new website dedicated to defending the company’s fire response.

			During the course of researching and writing Inflamed, we interviewed more than 100 sources, from senior residents and their family members to present and former Oakmont employees and managers, as well as police and firefighters, and city, county, and state officials. We also talked to experts in emergency planning, assisted living, fire, weather, and climate science. Key sources were interviewed multiple times in person, over Zoom, and by phone, email, and text messages. We pored over thousands of pages of police and fire reports, city and county documents, newspaper and television reports, and social media feeds. We studied maps, photos, and body camera video and listened to hours of police and fire dispatch calls. Sources’ trauma, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and fading memories resulted in some conflicts, and in these cases, we relied more heavily on statements made in the immediate aftermath of the disaster.

			As part of our reporting, we were able to gain access to more than three dozen depositions that, before now, have not been made public and, after our acquisition of them, were subsequently sealed under the terms of court settlements identified within this book.

			Not everyone present the night of October 8, 2017, or involved in the aftermath agreed to speak with us. Some lived with PTSD and did not want to relive events. Some feared losing their jobs, while others simply chose not to participate. And, as is the case when powerful people are involved, some feared retribution or legal action if they told their stories or shared their opinions and observations. In a few cases involving critical elements of the book, we agreed to give former employees or family members anonymity to obtain their stories.

			We made multiple attempts—including texts, emails, phone calls, and certified mail—to reach certain current employees and corporate officials from Oakmont Senior Living and Oakmont Management Group for an on-the-record response to the facts and opinions expressed by former employees and residents. These attempts were unsuccessful. On December 16, 2021, two Oakmont Senior Living officials agreed to an off-the-record meeting, but only with co-author Anne E. Belden. After a two-hour meeting at OSL’s Windsor, California, headquarters, Komron Shahhosseini, director of site acquisition and development for Oakmont Senior Living, and Brandon Cho, site acquisition specialist, told Belden that neither the corporation nor its employees would participate in the book project. OSL would not grant access to employees for interviews or comment on the record. Some former employees who had insight into the events that unfolded also declined to talk while others agreed to be interviewed.

			Prior to publication, in August 2023, William Gallaher signed an amendment that changed the name of Oakmont Senior Living LLC to Gallaher Senior Living. At that point, Villa Capri and Varenna were owned by Gallaher Senior Living and managed by Wellspring Living.

			Police dispatch transcripts and Nixle and SoCo alerts retain native errors to indicate the speed with which authorities operated. Dialogue is based on sources’ recollections in interviews and depositions as to how events transpired. We attempted to verify whenever possible important conversations with others who were present. The endnotes elaborate on our sources and the reference material we used to compile this book.

			Telling this story was like assembling a 10,000-piece puzzle with no clear image for guidance; no one person’s narrative could tell all aspects of the story. While details of what occurred on the night of the fire remained fresh in the minds of most, for many sources their sense of timing was off, as is often the case with trauma, further complicating our efforts to put the pieces together. Whenever we could, we relied on timestamps from photos, videos, electric company records, and police transcripts to support our chronology of events.

			To the best of our ability, we have recreated as narrative journalism the events before, during, and after the Tubbs Fire. We have tried to tell the stories of dozens of people whose lives intersected that terrifying night, with special attention given to those individuals—family members, frontline staff, and first responders—whose stories of courage and selflessness in the face of catastrophe have yet to be fully told or officially acknowledged. This is also a story about those whose persistence and quest for accountability in the fire’s aftermath resulted in changes to laws, routines, and emergency practices in ways that still touch Sonoma County residents whenever the air is hot, dry, and windy. It is our hope these lessons will be shared and heeded far beyond the boundaries of Northern California and adapted for natural disasters apart from devastating wildfires to ensure, in particular, the protection of those most vulnerable.

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			“As long as no one is standing in its way, a wildfire is a natural event. Put people in front of it, and it becomes the stuff of tragedy.”

			—John N. Maclean, Fire and Ashes: On the Front Lines of American Wildfire

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			October 9, 2017, 3:46 a.m.

			Flaming embers, some the size of fists, whipped through the air as two women yanked at the handles of the heavy wooden doors. They wouldn’t budge. The women shouted and pounded on the windows. They motioned to the elderly residents inside, pleading with them to open the doors, their fingers jabbing toward the brass handles. A propane tank exploded in the distance, punctuating the near-hurricane-force winds that blunted their cries for help. The power was out inside the building save for dim emergency lights illuminating the halls and casting a faint glow on the faces of the senior citizens lining the lobby. Most were in shock, having just been rousted from bed by strangers holding flashlights or glowing cell phones. Some wore robes or slippers while others arrived in the lobby barefoot, with only sheets covering their near-naked bodies. No one in the hazy lobby moved to let the women inside.

			Kathy Allen and Melissa Langhals were locked out, and some two dozen elderly men and women—half in wheelchairs, half sitting on walkers—were trapped inside, incapable of helping themselves. Their home, a luxury assisted living and memory care facility in California’s fabled Wine Country, was in the path of a titanic, fast-approaching firestorm, one that would prove to be among the most destructive and deadliest in state history. At that moment, flames were already eating away at the northeast side of the rectangular building.

			The women had no key or pass card to the facility. Those who did, or those who could have buzzed visitors into the opulent complex of stucco walls and red-tiled roofs, had long since fled in vans or personal cars packed with other residents—or had never shown up at all. Kathy and Melissa, who’d only just met, were neither employees nor first responders. Besides having a family member who lived at Villa Capri Assisted Living and Memory Care, the only thing they had in common was the paralyzing conviction that no one was coming to help. They were on their own.

			Kathy and Melissa peered inside at the elderly faces. Fourteen were residents of the memory care unit, having been admitted with varying degrees of Alzheimer’s disease or some other form of dementia. One set of eyes staring back belonged to outspoken 91-year-old Henrietta Hillman, the self-described queen of Villa Capri for much of the past decade. Sitting near Henrietta was Alice Eurotas, a former legal secretary who resided in one of the few low-income rooms in Villa Capri, a place she navigated by walker and fondly called “my castle.” Nearby in a wheelchair sat Louise Johnson, a former musician and local landscape artist, and a lifelong asthmatic. Diagnosed with advanced dementia, the mother of four lived behind secured doors in Villa Capri’s Traditions Memory Care center.

			Kathy and Melissa knew these people were not the only ones locked inside. Upstairs, still positioned on the second-floor landing overlooking the lobby, was the blind and nearly deaf Bess Budow, who had wailed when strangers carried her out of her room. Near Bess was Virginia Gunn, Melissa’s mother, paralyzed on her left side, unable to roll over in bed without help, who was now seated in her wheelchair. Melissa had wanted to get her mother out right away when she arrived an hour and a half earlier, but Virginia insisted her daughter take care of others first. “I’ll be all right,” Virginia assured her.

			Four additional residents waited in wheelchairs on the landing beside Virginia and Bess as the temperature rose and emergency lights could no longer cut through the heavy gray haze. But without electricity or backup power, Villa Capri’s elevator was out of commission, leaving the six elderly residents with no way down unless they were carried. Given Kathy’s recent back surgery and Melissa’s recent hip replacement, that was nearly impossible. Outside, the smoke thickened and embers grew more frequent, flung into the air as if by bellows pumping 70-mile-per-hour winds. In desperation, Kathy flipped over her flashlight and used its butt end to strike a heavy blow at the windowpane. Nothing happened. Again she rammed it into the glass, this time with greater force. Nothing, not even a crack.

			Even if Kathy and Melissa could get back inside, they had but a single car between them. A bus large enough to carry all the remaining residents sat locked in the parking lot, but no one, not even the frightened Villa Capri employees they encountered earlier in the evening, knew where to find its keys. Kathy and Melissa were running out of options—and time. The firestorm would soon surround them on three sides. Even the driveway marking their exit to Fountaingrove Parkway appeared to be on fire. The blaze was so intense that the slivers of grass in the median and the trees and shrubbery on each side of the road were aflame.

			Villa Capri had promised around-the-clock care for as much as $12,000 a month, but in the darkness foisted upon them by the power outage, its residents were trapped, and their “castle,” known for its fine china, chandeliers, and elegant furnishings, had transformed from a palatial complex that pledged to care for them to one threatening to entomb them.

			In the past six hours, the Tubbs Fire had already claimed more than a dozen lives and consumed thousands of homes, shops, offices, hotels, and historic structures within a nine-mile radius of Villa Capri and its sister complex, Varenna. The bulk of the residents from the surrounding tony Fountaingrove neighborhood had already fled their multimillion-dollar homes. Villa Capri’s table-top perch, a broad shelf of land cut into the hillside above Fountaingrove Parkway, typically afforded views across the Santa Rosa basin. But smoke shrouded the expanse, so Kathy and Melissa could see little of the devastation smoldering beyond the burning shrubs and hillside grapevines abutting the complex. And there was no sign of emergency vehicles coming to help.

			As Kathy and Melissa stood stymied, a brown GMC Sierra pickup pulled into the narrow, shared driveway and raced past Villa Capri toward the entrance of the larger but equally opulent Varenna, located just a few hundred feet to the northwest. Behind the wheel was Petaluma welder R.J. Kisling, who, encouraged by his sister, had come to check on their grandfather. Varenna was dark, with just a few vehicles in the lot, and R.J. was relieved. It bolstered the assurance he offered his sister an hour earlier, a conviction shared that night by many family members and friends of Varenna and Villa Capri residents: “Certainly they would have found a way to get everybody out by now.”

			R.J. called his sister back to tell her he’d arrived and the place looked empty. “Are you sure?” she challenged him. “Go check [Papa’s] apartment.” R.J. did as she pleaded, exiting his truck, pulling on his headlamp, and stepping into Varenna’s sweeping foyer. Normally during his arrival, R.J. was struck by a sense of opulence thanks to the lavish decor. The building’s Romantic Italian aesthetic was not one he favored, but he knew Papa and the other residents appreciated it.

			This time, however, it wasn’t the grand setting that grabbed R.J.’s attention. It was the faces. Beyond the double doors, Varenna’s dark and smoke-filled lobby was packed with residents, some sitting on chairs or benches, others perched on couches and walkers. It was just about a quarter to four in the morning when one gentleman rose from a chair near the café and approached R.J.

			“Are you the firefighters?” he asked calmly. “Are you here to rescue us?”

		


		
			Part I

			Footprints

		


		
			1

			Chapter

			
			Hanly

			Fifty-three years before

			Early on the morning of September 19, 1964, a deer hunter walking on a wooded slope in upper Napa Valley flicked a smoldering cigarette into the brush. Aided by a breeze and brittle-dry conditions, the discarded butt soon ignited the grass and surrounding vegetation. The fire grew with ferocious intensity. By 10:15 that Saturday morning, flames could be seen from nearby “Hanly’s-on-the-Mountain,” a popular local tavern located along Highway 29 toward Mt. St. Helena. The fire “was not thought to be too serious at the time,” according to local newspaper columnist Harriett Madsen. “The Calistoga Fire Department responded and held the situation until the [California Department of Forestry] units began arriving. The fire, during that day, was contained in about 40 acres of timber and rocks.”

			But what soon was dubbed the Hanly Fire refused to be quelled. Fanned by ever-increasing winds, it swelled and moved south toward the town of Calistoga, picking up speed as it devoured the oak woodland in its path. Help from additional fire departments was hard to come by because Northern California’s fire season was in full swing thanks to a foreboding series of environmental conditions. As any Boy Scout will tell you, starting a fire requires three key components: fuel, heat, and oxygen, and conditions that Saturday in Napa and Sonoma counties presented the trifecta.

			The combination of fierce wind, high temperatures, low humidity, and dry vegetation created the potential for explosive fires everywhere. And explode they did. During the last two weeks of September 1964, some 94 forest fires burned through Mendocino, Lake, Napa, and Sonoma counties and through the mountainous areas of Solano County to the east. But the most ominous of those was the Hanly Fire, one that capitalized on the dry air, high winds, and brittle shrubs and trees of the Mayacamas Mountains—all thanks to an abandoned cigarette.

			As Saturday wore on, 70-mile-an-hour wind gusts threatened to scatter the Hanly Fire in multiple directions. One structure immediately at risk was the Tubbs mansion that, for the better part of the twentieth century, welcomed westbound travelers dropping into Napa County along the sinuous two-lane highway from Lake County. The sprawling, gabled residence stood in a grove of redwood and eucalyptus trees and was a symbol of the emerging elegance of an area called the Redwood Empire, named for the rich timber industry fed by the region’s enormous, ancient trees.

			Alfred Lovering Tubbs built the Tubbs mansion in 1888 for $100,000, a considerable sum given that land in Napa and Sonoma counties could be had at the time for roughly $25 an acre. As with many well-to-do entrepreneurs before and since, Tubbs accrued his fortune in San Francisco, where he established a rope-manufacturing company following the Gold Rush but sought refuge on holidays and summers in the natural splendor of the Redwood Empire. In 1882, he purchased 254 acres in Calistoga at the base of Mt. St. Helena, where he built the regal hideaway for himself and his family. “The house was a beautiful three-storied country manor, whose mellow charm reflected all that was elegant and plush in the America” of the time, one local reporter recalled years later.

			Tubbs also built a wood-frame winery with a reported capacity of 150,000 gallons and then traveled to France to learn winemaking. The winery, christened Chateau Montelena, was said to be the seventh largest in Napa Valley and, endowed with tens of thousands of grapevine cuttings from a few of France’s most esteemed wineries, produced wines that were said to rival any in Europe. Ultimately, Chateau Montelena would prove that point to the world in 1976, when its chardonnay—mixed with a blend of grapes grown in Napa and Sonoma—beat multiple French wines in a blind tasting now referred to as the Judgment of Paris. The competition put Napa Valley on the winemaking map. But the Tubbs family’s association with the winery had long since dissolved, the family having sold its final interest in the property in 1958, six years before the Hanly Fire.

			For two days, firefighters and volunteers armed with garden hoses, buckets, and wet gunny sacks waged war against the Hanly Fire, and by Monday, the blaze had ebbed. California Governor Edmund G. Brown toured the footprint by plane and quickly declared it a disaster area. Calistoga residents thought it was over, but professional firefighters didn’t trust the fire, and for good reason. It soon ignited again with a fury. “This is the craziest fire I’ve ever seen,” Grant King, chief of the Guerneville Fire Department, told a San Francisco Chronicle correspondent. “The wind just hangs back, then fire comes in a rush with the wind, and you’re dead.”

			Locals tried to help where they could, according to newspaper accounts. Among them was teenager Edd Vinci of Sonoma County’s Rincon Valley, who, along with two friends, headed south Monday afternoon from their Santa Rosa neighborhood to the Forestry Station in Glen Ellen. They believed Glen Ellen, a tiny town nestled in the densely wooded hills flanking Sonoma Valley, to be in more danger than their homes. “You the boys from Rincon?” a fire captain asked the teens as they arrived. They confirmed they were. “You better get your butts back home,” he ordered. “The Calistoga Fire is heading to Santa Rosa fast.” Edd and his friends had been wrong in their assumption, so they hopped on a northbound engine headed for Sonoma County’s largest city and county seat.

			Later that Monday night, after Edd and his buddies made the drive back to Santa Rosa, the winds picked up again, driving the fire southwest from Calistoga over the Mayacamas Mountains that separate Napa and Sonoma counties. According to local historian Jeff Elliot, “Before that day was over, the 16-year-old Edd Vinci would face a wall of flames rushing towards him faster than he could possibly run, and in that moment felt certain he was about to die.”

			Witnesses claimed the flames created their own wind as the fire moved west, traveling at roughly 40 miles per hour through the wooded mountains. Along the way, the firestorm destroyed clusters of homes along Mark West Springs and Riebli roads and tore through the small community of Wikiup. With terrific speed, the Hanly Fire was suddenly on the ridgelines overlooking Santa Rosa.

			As it made its way toward the city, the fire approached the Sonoma County Hospital located on a former working farm amid a pastoral landscape of hills and knobby oaks on Chanate Road. It was here that Santa Rosa Fire Department Fire Marshal Mike Turnick decided to draw the line in the battle against the flames. Either the fire would sweep through the hospital campus and down into the heart of the city, or it would be stopped right there. It was all or nothing.

			Turnick commandeered a bulldozer, cut down a swath of trees north of the hospital to create a break in the forest, stationed fire engines along its length, then turned his dozer uphill to cut another break, depriving the fire of fuel. As Turnick finished the job, trees exploded from the fire’s heat and pressure, and deer, rabbits, and coyotes ran down Chanate Road to escape the flames. But he had succeeded in halting the fire’s fierce progression toward downtown Santa Rosa. More importantly, he stopped the blaze just 100 yards shy of the hospital. Turnick was celebrated as a hero.

			The Hanly Fire had been deprived of its southeast momentum but not its destructive capability. It pivoted west, burning downhill and along open fields and sloped grasslands. It left unscathed the Fountaingrove Round Barn, a burgundy circular icon that had survived the 1906 earthquake and stood as a landmark at the city’s north entrance. The fire churned toward Mendocino Avenue and Highway 101, which at the time cut through downtown, two lanes in each direction. Once there, at the edge of the asphalt, the fire stopped in its tracks, just across the street from a trailer park called Journey’s End.

			Miraculously, no one was killed, but the Hanly Fire was the most destructive the North Coast had ever recorded, destroying 53,000 acres, 84 homes, 24 summer cabins, and untold outbuildings on farms and ranches. Calistoga residents returned to their evacuated town to find 80 buildings reduced to ash, among them the majestic Tubbs mansion. The estate would not be rebuilt, but many of those homes and cabins would be, and by spring 1965, the charred hills and craggy ridgelines were once again green after a typical chilly, wet, North Coast winter.

			The flames were out, but debate over lessons from the Hanly Fire raged across Sonoma County, and never was it more intense than in the 1970s and ’80s when developers sought to push the urban limits of Santa Rosa and build homes inside the Hanly burn scar. One target was the hillside where the Hanly crested, the hillside just before the Sonoma County Hospital and above the city center, in an area called Fountaingrove, an alluring expanse of natural wonder with rambling woodlands, hidden lakes and ponds, and breathtaking vistas. Mother Nature had already left her fiery mark here, and now developers wanted to stake their claim to the ridge.

		


		
			2

			Chapter

			Utopia

			The building of Varenna and Villa Capri: 2004, 13 years before

			The northern ridgeline overlooking Santa Rosa had for decades been seen in idyllic terms. The hills had once belonged to enigmatic spiritual leader and vintner Thomas Lake Harris, who boasted more than 1,000 followers on two continents but chose this particular hilltop setting to build one of the more successful 19th-century American utopian communities. When the settlement’s residents put down roots in 1875, they called the area “the Eden of the West,” boasting of grounds “planted with exotic shrubs and trees which flourished on the hillside,” wrote founding member Arthur A. Cuthbert. They christened the area Fountain Grove “because high among the hills was an exceptionally abundant spring of flowing water.”

			The first homes built in this bucolic setting were majestic and memorable. The Sonoma Democrat noted in November 1875, “Mr. Harris came from New York about seven months ago and commenced immediately to erect…a residence, which surpassed anything in Sonoma County for its architectural beauty and magnificent design. If Mr. Harris carries out the designs he has now in contemplation, he will have one of the most picturesque and beautiful places north of the [San Francisco] Bay.” According to Sonoma County historians Gaye LeBaron and Bart Casey, Harris named the majestic house Aestivossa, which he said meant “high country of divine joy” in a language only he could understand. Harris left his leadership role and departed for England a year later. Yet, the historians wrote, “Fountain Grove remained important as a destination for famous visitors and a gathering place for Santa Rosa’s elite, including politicians and townspeople such as Luther Burbank,” the famed botanist.

			Harris’ successor, Kanaye Nagasawa, continued operating a vineyard and winery in the hills. Despite the winery becoming one of the top 10 in the state and the first to sell California wine on the East Coast and in Europe, a subsequent owner uprooted the vineyards and used the land to raise cattle. Eventually, the property fell into the hands of a polo player and horse breeder named Robert Walter, who saw something far more profitable than grapes or cattle for those rolling hills—housing development.

			Environmentalists immediately objected to his plans. Many wanted to see the land, known for panoramic views of the Santa Rosa plains, preserved for residents’ enjoyment. But development began anyway, starting with a project proposed by two engineers named Bill Hewlett and David Packard. They came to town in 1972 seeking to use 200 acres on the hill to expand their Palo Alto-based operations. Given the promise of the lucrative jobs on a state-of-the-art campus, county leaders quickly approved the plans.

			The seminal shift in the neighborhood’s future, however, came in the 1980s and ʼ90s with proposals for hundreds of luxury homes to be constructed in the southern portion of the former commune-turned-cattle ranch. One project called for a 2.4-mile highway spur over the ridgeline to connect the bedroom communities of the east, such as Rincon Valley, with the growing job centers of north Santa Rosa. Planners spelled out how this would be the first leg of a proposed “beltway” circling the city and improving traffic flow around the community.

			Opponents not only feared the new thoroughfare would encourage and accelerate growth—like a trellis nurturing a grapevine—they also worried the roadway and buildings would mar the unspoiled views from the valley below. Nonetheless, the widened thoroughfare, originally named “Fountain Grove Parkway” in honor of the commune’s winery, was approved and opened in 1997 at a cost of $23 million. As expected, it ignited a new enthusiasm for the area.

			“Through a series of owners, each with their own plans—some more grandiose than others—Fountaingrove emerged in the new century [with] a high-end golf course around the lake, two hotels, and high-end homes, dubbed McMansions by the flatlanders, growing more expansive and expensive as they moved upward and north and east into open land beyond the ranch boundaries, ultimately going all the way to Mark West Springs Road,” LeBaron and Casey wrote. And despite promises from city planners and elected officials that the development would not be seen from below, it was clearly visible.

			In 2001, community outrage over Santa Rosa’s ridgetop development reached its apex. A cascade of criticism triggered a city analysis of hillside developments that found Santa Rosa city planners had indeed erred in their interpretation of building policies when approving construction. As a result, planners had inappropriately allowed developers to build homes along more than a dozen prominent ridgelines. But there was nothing to be done, other than promise it wouldn’t happen again. The City Council adopted new get-tough policies, restrictions that prohibited ridgeline development, and it forbade construction on any slope with more than a 25 percent grade. For the most part, the new rules shut down new projects—with at least one major exception.

			A prominent local developer went before Santa Rosa city planners in 2004 with the goal of creating a special type of residence, a retreat of sorts, on the ridge. The project would be the area’s largest and most opulent housing project since the construction of Aestivossa 130 years earlier. Like Thomas Lake Harris, this new developer sought to create a utopia for his residents, a luxurious retirement complex on 29 acres of the same land Harris’s disciples once called the Eden of the West. The plan and its later addition called for more than 170 housing units to include 28 freestanding houses, 126 apartments, 20 employee housing units, a 63-unit assisted living facility with a memory care center, and a 7,500-square-foot common area all situated in a place still regarded as paradise.

			He looked to Italy for inspiration, naming the complex Varenna and its assisted living and memory care center Villa Capri, after a small town on Lake Como and an island in the Bay of Naples, respectively, signaling that he would imbue the design and ethos with a Mediterranean air. The developer was William “Bill” Gallaher.

			***

			When Bill Gallaher unveiled blueprints in 2004 for Varenna and Villa Capri, he was not just planning. He was surfing, riding a massive wave known as the “Silver Tsunami.” A 2002 study by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services concluded that by 2030, America’s senior population, defined as anyone 65 or older, would more than double to 70 million people. At the time, the older population represented one in every eight Americans. By 2030, thanks to aging Baby Boomers, that ratio would become one in five. California was at the forefront of these shifts. By 2040, the Golden State’s over-65 population is expected to nearly double and will include high percentages of childless and single adults who will need support services in lieu of younger family members or partners caring for them. Few counties in the state will be more impacted by this demographic tidal wave than Sonoma County. By 2030, the number of county residents over 65 was expected to rise by more than 40,000, with single women over 70 as the largest subgroup.

			Like many other business leaders and investors, Gallaher recognized these shifts presented scores of business opportunities. No opportunity was more potentially lucrative than housing, and no demographic had more accumulated wealth than those embodying the Silver Tsunami. Despite the 2007 economic downturn, seniors born between 1925 and 1947 entered their golden years in strong financial shape. Between 2013 and 2016, the Silent Generation saw a 60 percent increase in mean net worth. Forbes magazine reported: “The Silent Generation holds roughly 1.3 times the amount of wealth as Boomers, more than twice that of Xers, and 23 times that of Millennials.” Many of the seniors moving to the North Bay wanted to retire in luxury for one simple reason: they could.

			Seeing what was coming, Gallaher had partnered with a friend in 1997 to form a company that would develop and operate assisted living and dementia care facilities. The company, Aegis Assisted Living, had two primary divisions, one that built the complexes and another that managed caring for the residents, with each partner responsible for the side of the business he knew best. The company grew rapidly, and for several years in the early 2000s, Washington CEO Magazine listed Aegis Assisted Living the winner or a finalist in its “Best Company to Work For” category. In 2003, INC Magazine rated Aegis the third fastest-growing private company in America.

			By the time Gallaher proposed Varenna, he and his Aegis partner Dwayne Clark had already built 30 senior housing complexes, but none was as large or as elaborate as the project they planned for the lot that stood just above the Fountaingrove Golf and Athletic Club. “If you’re a senior who wants to live on your own, this is probably not the place,” Gallaher told the Press Democrat in 2004. “Residents will be eating in the main dining room together…. It promotes socializing and companionship.”

			This kind of socializing was intended only for a discriminating clientele, one looking for a lifestyle akin to passage on a five-star ocean liner. When completed, the community would include a library, movie theater, fitness center, indoor and outdoor pools, bank, beauty salon, and—in keeping with its Wine Country location—an ornate wine cave used for storing private reserves and hosting intimate dinner parties. To the west, the complex came with an expansive view overlooking Fountaingrove Lake, with a funicular-style cable car that transported residents down to a dock jutting into the lake. Residents could employ staff to walk their dogs, do their laundry, and chauffeur them into town.

			When Varenna first accepted applications, one-time buy-in fees ranged from $300,000 to more than $1 million, in addition to monthly fees starting at $2,500 and rising to $4,900 depending on the Italian-named floor plan chosen. The Livorno apartment was the smallest model at 536 square feet, and the Portofino the largest at 2,750 square feet, with 19 layouts of various sizes in between. For those who wanted a bit of distance, Varenna also offered 2,540-square-foot Umbria “casitas,” or stand-alone houses. The prices were not off-putting. On the day Varenna executives began accepting deposits in August 2004—four years before the complex would open—a line had already formed outside the door of a temporary office. The first gentleman to enter, a Bodega Bay resident, said he had waited for 29 hours.

			City planners acknowledged the complex exceeded the new slope restrictions, but they were divided over whether it would be visible from the flatlands. Of course it would be, opponents argued. After all, the buildings would be more than 40 feet high in places and would be positioned on a prominent ridge overlooking Fountaingrove Lake and houses on the city’s west side. “I’m ecstatic about 70 percent of the project, but 30 percent of it does not meet our hillside guidelines,” Planning Commissioner Shaun Faber said at the time.

			Yet commissioners approved both projects on April 29, 2005. Afterward, Chairman Scott Bartley said it came down to weighing competing objectives: “[housing for] seniors and the preservation of hillsides.” As he laid it out to reporters, “Sometimes you have to pick between the two.” But no sooner had construction begun than the blowback came rolling in. “Is the city of Santa Rosa expecting an invasion, thereby granting the building of the Varenna fortress on Fountain Grove Parkway across from Agilent?” wrote a Santa Rosa resident in the Press Democrat. “It has the castle walls; what’s next, the moat?”

			Many locals would later look back and wonder how Varenna and Villa Capri were given the green light during an era of such magnified controversy about Fountaingrove development. As to how this imposing project was approved, many credit—or blame—the political acumen and persistence of Gallaher and Aegis Assisted Living. The company had brilliantly built public support by taking out a series of newspaper advertisements pushing the merits of the project and sending mailers to local senior citizens extolling the project’s virtues, all to build anticipation and encourage sign-ups before the plans were even approved. The campaign underscored the growing need for senior housing in the region. This kind of housing was not just wanted, the mailers claimed, it was needed.

			The Gallaher team worked hard in other ways as well to ensure their plans came to fruition. Along with family members and business associates, Gallaher donated to City Council members who were receptive to the project and some who were up for reelection that year. Combined, the group donated $22,500 to four council candidates. Three of the four won. In hindsight, one point everyone seems to agree on is that in all the discussion about the Varenna and Villa Capri projects—about slopes, traffic, and impacts on views—little to nothing was said about the threat of wildfire, despite the fact the site sat squarely in the path of the most destructive fire in North Coast history, one that had visited just 40 years earlier. The focus in 2005 was on the impact the senior complex would have on the natural environment, not on what impact the natural environment might have on the complex—or its residents.
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			Chapter

			Halcyon Days

			Ten years before

			In May 2007, Elizabeth Bruno watched as her grand opening festivities came together and the handful of seniors who moved into Villa Capri on opening day enjoyed balloons, catered food, and an old-time blues band she had arranged to greet them. Though only a few residents occupied the Mediterranean villa–style rooms at the time, Elizabeth lined up a regular schedule of activities and classes for them, including yoga, Tai Chi, painting, crafts, and pet classes for those with dogs or cats. Within months, she was planning events for 20 residents, and by the end of the first year, all 63 units were occupied. Varenna would not open for another year, so Villa Capri anchored the complex despite being the smaller of the two facilities.

			As activities director, Elizabeth worked alongside Bill Gallaher and his wife, Cindy, to build a vibrant assisted living community. Cindy—whose own mother would move into Villa Capri—pulled weeds from the planters, and once a year, Bill personally handed out Christmas bonuses. “It was like a family,” Elizabeth said, and the newly opened facility was her second home. “I took care of that building like my own,” she said.

			The family feel permeated both the community and its parent company, Aegis Assisted Living, a partnership formed by two friends who leveraged each other’s strengths. According to a former high-ranking marketing employee, “Dwayne [Clark] handled the care side, and Bill handled the construction. Bill would build the buildings and hand the keys to Dwayne to do day-to-day operations.”

			The focus of those operations during Villa Capri’s first years seemed to be on residents’ quality of life, and Elizabeth Bruno was the heart of it all, the source of joy who not only kept them busy and engaged but got to know them personally. Such was the case with Henrietta Hillman, who, along with her second husband, initially plunked down a deposit on Varenna. But Joel’s health declined, so they opted for Villa Capri and eventually moved Joel into its memory care unit until his death two years later.

			Henrietta considered herself above the daily activities and was selective in her friend making. But everyone knew her, and some called her “Spike,” a reference to Snoopy’s desert-living brother in the Peanuts cartoons. Henrietta wasn’t a Peanuts fan, but she did project a tough-guy image. An Ivy League–educated world traveler, she fit the classic New Yorker stereotype: outspoken, sarcastic, and liberal-minded. She was once married to music-business royalty, the former president of music publishing giant BMI.

			Henrietta’s first husband, Edward Cramer, represented Irving Berlin, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Aretha Franklin, Dolly Parton, Whitney Houston, the Bee Gees, The Beatles, and other Broadway and Hollywood greats. Family photos captured him with Michael Jackson, and Henrietta with Paul Simon. They counted Dizzy Gillespie as a friend. Henrietta was not so easily impressed with most of the movie stars and musicians, although she did like John Lennon. “He was more than nice,” she said. “He was a human being.”

			In the early 1970s, Henrietta crossed paths with a college flame and soon after asked her husband for a divorce. She had dated both Edward Cramer and Joel Hillman at Cornell but had chosen the handsome, top-of-his-class lawyer-to-be Edward over the worldly and fun-loving Joel. In 1974, after having married and borne two children with Edward, Henrietta married Joel, “a true gentleman with a fabulous sense of humor,” Henrietta’s son Corky Cramer said. Joel spoiled her with jewelry, flowers, and candy. “My mom got really fat when she was married to Joel,” her daughter Margie Cramer said. Perhaps it’s no wonder why, as her daughter explained, Henrietta “thinks she’s the queen.”

			When Henrietta ate meals in the Villa Capri dining room, she would purposely arrive late to make an entrance. Henrietta reminded Elizabeth Bruno of her Italian grandmother, “very strong and staunch and no BS,” and because she never hesitated to offer her opinion to anyone and everyone. Even the waitstaff and chefs frequently heard Henrietta’s culinary reviews.

			Though she skipped Villa Capri’s art and exercise classes in favor of doing the New York Times crossword puzzle on her own, Henrietta did strut the catwalk for one of Elizabeth’s fashion shows, adorned in a stylish new outfit with her hair slicked back. She also followed the activities director on a few field trips, most notably the one arranged just for her, a night at the San Francisco Opera. Henrietta “dressed to the nines” and was in her element, relishing an evening that included a posh dinner out with a handful of other residents.

			It was the kind of personalized special event that Elizabeth Bruno repeated over and over again for the residents: discover what they love, then create an event or party with that theme. So when an Oakmont regional activities director announced “Bucket List Week,” a corporate challenge encouraging staff to make dreams come true for residents, it was Elizabeth Bruno’s moment to shine.

			When a couple with dementia desired to return to Hawaii, Elizabeth set up a canopy and lounge chairs at a Bodega Bay beach, adorned everyone with leis, and served Mai Tais. Dorothea Collins wished to be a princess for a day, so Elizabeth Bruno took her to a farm, crowned her, and had her driven in a horse-drawn carriage. Mary Lou Delaney had always wanted to ride in a biplane, so the overachieving activities director arranged a flight in an open-cockpit red biplane and bedecked the 89-year-old with a leather bomber jacket, aviator hat, goggles, and a beige scarf. A bus full of residents drank champagne and cheered Mary Lou as her two sons pushed her onto the wing so she could climb into the front of the cockpit. After landing, Mary Lou, who had earned her pilot’s license some 45 years earlier, beamed as she posed for photos in her aviator gear.

			There was also the dying wish of a resident who wanted one last boat ride despite her physician saying an open water trip was out of the question. Elizabeth Bruno roped the executive director into helping her take the woman out in a dinghy on Fountaingrove Lake. The two women brought the resident down to the hillside funicular that delivered her to the dock where Elizabeth set her into a rowboat. The woman ran her hand through the water as she skimmed around the lake with her daughters. She died three days later.

			Elizabeth Bruno also checked off a bucket list item for Len Kulwiec, a man raised in a Russian-Polish family on the south side of Chicago who dreamed of being a cowboy. She borrowed a horse, his son brought boots and dungarees, and they took Len to cowboy coffee and donuts over a campfire at Cloverleaf Farm, where, at 92, Len got to ride a horse again. In Len’s case, Elizabeth did more than bring him joy. The activities she planned “brought him back to life,” she said.

			Len had moved into Villa Capri in 2015 after losing his wife of 70 years, a woman he fell for at his brother’s wedding. After serving in the South Pacific with the U.S. Navy in World War II, Len planned to become a Roman Catholic priest—until he saw Lavern Rybacki on the dance floor. The couple married and raised three children. Recognizing Len’s deep bereavement, Elizabeth took him under her wing and spent hours talking to him. She said goodnight to him every evening before she headed home. Len grew attached to Elizabeth as well. He attended every field trip she led and admired the way she helped his fellow residents on the bus; he said he could tell she genuinely cared about them. “She got me to paint again,” he said.

			After spending the beginning of his stay at Villa Capri without much zest for life, he memorized the vistas from Elizabeth’s field trips and recreated on canvas the rural landscapes of Napa and Sonoma wineries and the sweeping ocean views of Bodega Bay beaches. In thanks, Len gave the activities director several of his paintings, including one he dedicated “To Elizabeth, with all my love.” His outlook changed so drastically that he dove into research again—on topics like genetics, enzymes, amino acids, rheumatoid arthritis, healthy healing, longevity diets, vitamin C, and apple cider vinegar—and completed a manuscript on how to live to 105.

			While Elizabeth Bruno was Villa Capri’s activities director, her effect on the residents was profound. “She did more than that,” Henrietta’s son Corky Cramer said. “She was really the heart and soul of what was going on up there.”

			In 2007, just as Elizabeth Bruno was getting into full swing, Aegis Assisted Living cofounder Dwayne Clark bought out partner Bill Gallaher. Gallaher retained the properties in his hometown, including Villa Capri and Varenna, as well as a handful of other California senior communities, and he rebranded them under Oakmont Senior Living, a limited liability company he incorporated in 2000 as a “family owned and operated continuing care provider.”

			The rumor was that the longtime partners had a falling out, and, according to one former employee, the split wasn’t amicable. Regardless, Aegis Assisted Living continued to manage day-to-day operations until 2011 when Clark and Gallaher’s management agreement dissolved and Gallaher contracted with Integral Senior Living of Carlsbad, California, to handle daily management. The move, former employees say, was costly and took a chunk out of the bottom line. Gallaher opted to bring the care operation in-house and recruited the CEO away from Integral Senior Living to create Oakmont Management Group in 2012. Oakmont Senior Living would continue to build and own the communities while Oakmont Management Group took over the day-to-day operations.
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			Chapter

			Lifeguard

			Sunday, May 14, 2017, five months before

			Spending Mother’s Day on the banks of the Russian River had been Betty Kisling’s second choice. Her first was to have a family day at the coast, but their plans changed abruptly when she, her husband, R.J., and their two sons, ages 8 and 13, encountered heavy fog and strong winds in Bodega Bay. So they turned inland, landing at a spot below the Monte Rio bridge, where Bohemian Highway intersects Highway 116, a two-lane artery that ushers travelers through the many hamlets lining the lower Russian River. Monte Rio Beach was known for its amenities, including a concession stand and a kayak rental shop, and its tranquility. Children in particular enjoyed the gentle, shallow raft flume formed by the rush of water compressed between the shore and a sandbar in the middle. This reputation coupled with the sparkling weather meant a large crowd had gathered that Sunday. And due to the record rainfall all winter and spring, the river was flowing more briskly than usual for May.

			Betty rested on the sand while R.J., a welder by trade and reveler of adventure sports such as surfing, mountain biking, and snowboarding, floated along the shore on his boogie board. The day’s calm was suddenly broken by a horrific cry from down the beach. It was “a scream of terror,” R.J. later said, the kind only a parent can make. Down the bank, he saw a woman pointing toward a bend in the river, shouting something he couldn’t quite make out.

			R.J. dove off the board, swam in the direction the woman was pointing, and began scanning the dark green water. Everything seemed so natural. There was no disturbance. No splashing. R.J. wasn’t even sure what he was looking for. Then, in the depths, he spotted a pair of orange goggles. They were visible just past a shelf in the river where the water’s depth suddenly dropped from about 2 feet to 5 or 6. R.J. took a breath and plunged in, throwing himself toward the bottom. There he found a boy, staring up at him through the colored frames. He was very calm. “He was looking straight up at me like nothing was wrong,” R.J. later recalled. He swiftly pulled the lad to the surface, but when they broke through, the boy began to struggle, which made it difficult for R.J. to get them both to shore. By the time he fought through the water and walked them to the bank, both R.J. and the boy were exhausted. The boy’s mother was effusive in her show of gratitude, but R.J. was too winded to respond. As R.J. and Betty learned later, the boy didn’t know how to swim and was on the autism spectrum, which, as his mom explained, contributed to her son’s lashing out when R.J. pulled him to the surface. Between bouts of hugging and thanking, the boy’s mom swore she had only turned her back for a minute.

			R.J. hadn’t fully caught his breath before he heard another cry for help. This one came from a girl who appeared to be grabbing for somebody or something slipping below the surface. Without thinking, R.J. grabbed his boogie board and kicked and paddled furiously in the girl’s direction, but before he could reach her, she also disappeared below the surface. As soon as R.J. reached what he believed was the spot, he pushed off from the board and dove down. This too was near that shelf drop, a “sneaker spot in the river” he called it. Fortune would have it that R.J. was able to grab her hand quickly. Even more fortunate, she was still holding on to the object she had been reaching for—her little brother. Despite their combined weight, R.J. managed to pull both siblings to the surface and push them onto his boogie board. As he gasped for air, he felt a wash of relief. The girl, however, was still frantic. “My brother, my brother!” she shouted, pointing into the darkness. R.J. looked around. “That’s when I saw just the top of the head of another boy,” he said. There was a third child down below.

			His relief receded into despair; he was physically spent. Fortunately, another bystander who’d heard the girl’s pleas had also raced into the river and managed to pull the third child to the surface. The two men dragged all three children ashore. Once there, the other man, pushed to extreme exhaustion, let go of the child and wretched on the sand. “It was horrible,” Betty later recalled. And unlike the first mother who was on the beach for the rescue, the second was nowhere to be found. She had gone to her car and left her three kids unattended. As others cared for the rescued children, Betty and R.J. didn’t wait around to talk. They packed up their gear and left.

			On the way home, they considered stopping to visit R.J.’s grandfather who, just a few years earlier, had moved into the Santa Rosa retirement complex known as Varenna. “Papa,” as his grandchildren called him, had recently lost his wife, and the Kislings made a point to visit him as often as possible to take him out to dinner. But a dinner date would have to wait. “I had too much excitement for one day,” R.J. said.

			In all, he had his hand in saving four children that Mother’s Day, but none of this was surprising to Betty. “He has a knack for being in the right place at the right time,” she said.
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			Castle

			Three weeks before

			Louise Johnson was languishing in a rehabilitation facility when her daughter received a call from Villa Capri’s Traditions Memory Care center that a room had become available. Seven months earlier, the widowed Louise had fallen in a grocery store and broken her hip, adding a significant complication to her already troubled existence with Lewy body dementia, a cruel disease that causes delusions and vivid hallucinations. In her case, Louise believed she lived with 15 children and fussed over their daily care. “I came home one day, and she’d set out six bowls of cereal. She was furious with me because I wasn’t making the kids eat their food,” said her daughter Jonell Jel’enedra, who had moved into a tiny home on her mother’s property to become her primary caregiver.

			After Louise’s fall and move into rehab, Jonell visited daily, although Louise was so disoriented that she often mistook her daughter for her deceased mother or sister. A petite woman with a white pixie cut and blue eyes that matched her favorite color, Louise would ask when her father was coming to take her home—to her childhood home. The 88-year-old mother of four remained stoic, but it was hard for Jonell to see Louise in the hospital-like setting. “I was the one who cried every day in the parking lot,” Jonell said.

			Finally, after six months sharing with three others a room so cramped she couldn’t maneuver her wheelchair inside, Louise moved into Villa Capri. Its website promised “luxury around every corner” and touted its “2017 Best of Senior Living” award, one of 176 senior care facilities within California given that distinction from SeniorAdvisor.com. All four of Louise’s children jumped into action. Eric Johnson drove across California to meet his brother Craig, who flew in from Arizona. The pair rented a U-Haul to transport their mother’s furniture, artwork, bedspreads, and family photos to Villa Capri.

			The next day, Louise’s third son made his mother’s room feel like home. Clinton arranged her heirloom furniture and hung 15 of her oil paintings, including landscapes of redwoods, vineyards, and Sierra Nevada mountain scenes. Louise had been a respected local artist who told the Cloverdale Reveille in 2015 her paintings came from “a fierce love of nature and the God who created all things beautiful.” When Clinton was finished, Jonell delivered Louise to her new room, a space larger than Jonell’s entire house and classy like a private suite in a luxury hotel. Her three brothers showed up the next morning to take Louise on a tour.

			All 25 Traditions Memory Care residents lived with various stages of Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of dementia and could not be trusted to walk around the facility or operate a stovetop or oven unsupervised, so their rooms—named after Italian cities of Sorrento, Ravello, and Rossana—were situated on a locked corridor and had only bedrooms and bathrooms without kitchens or patios. Memory care residents were unable to leave the designated space without an escort, but since her sons were present, Louise was allowed to walk the premises.

			After marveling at her new room, they stopped into an art class, where Louise painted a daisy with watercolors. Her attention span wasn’t strong, so she lasted only 15 minutes, but the former painter’s work was meticulous. Then the group wandered into the portions of Villa Capri accessible to its 37 assisted living residents, those who didn’t need the same level of care and keeping. As the foursome entered the lobby to check out the Bistro, a coffee and tea bar stocked with fresh cookies, a staff member approached. “The concierge, she knew all our names. She was really good and asked if we needed anything. It was kind of surreal,” Eric said. The lobby’s fanciness amazed Craig. The polished tables, floral bouquets, chandeliers, cozy chairs, baby grand piano, and sofas surrounding a fireplace reminded him of a five-star hotel. “I didn’t expect it to be as nice as it seemed. It looked like where you’d go on vacation.”

			Outside in the courtyard, they admired the winding paths, tiered fountain, and rose bushes. The dining hall was an elegant room with Tuscan columns and white linen tablecloths where a staff “hand-selected from some of the finest culinary schools and fine dining facilities” served “Gourmet. Every Day,” per the promotional materials. “I got the flavor of Italy when we were there,” Eric said.

			Up a short elevator ride, the group saw where the assisted living residents lived in plush apartments with kitchens and private patios, and views of the Fountaingrove hills or the Santa Rosa valley. They peeked into the movie theater with its Golden Era movie star posters and old-fashioned popcorn cart and into the Ivy League–styled library with crown molding, reading chairs, and a fireplace. And they were sure to take in the artwork on the walls, the paintings of California’s golden hills and dramatic beaches, the landscapes Louise loved and attributed to the Almighty.

			As they returned to memory care, they passed the piano in the common area, but her sons knew better than to encourage Louise. She had played the organ and piano constantly before she took ill, during 40 years of Sundays on her Baptist church’s organ and during a lifetime of weekdays when she played the same hymns on her home piano. The boys equated her constant playing to someone else’s mother leaving the radio on. But this time, Louise didn’t pull up the piano bench. “Maybe she was embarrassed that she couldn’t play anymore or read the music. She had lost that ability,” Eric said. Yet somehow, she seemed to gain a new one. Louise had never been an affectionate mother, but dementia changed her. She hugged Eric more since her diagnosis than she had his entire life, and she hugged him again as the boys said goodbye.

			Louise’s sons left feeling relieved their mother was finally in a better situation. “She was thrilled,” Eric said, likening her reaction to a kid at Disneyland. “She didn’t have a care in the world. She seemed content. She seemed to feel safe there.”

			It was only in the parking lot when the brothers realized that because Louise was in the memory care unit, she would remain behind locked doors all day every day unless someone came to visit and escorted her around. She wouldn’t have use of the full courtyard, the lobby, or the Bistro; she wouldn’t use the movie theater or the reading room either, all for her own safety, of course, but saddening nonetheless. “The facility as a whole was luxurious. But if you narrowed it down to that L-shaped memory care hallway,” the place where Louise would actually live her life, Eric said, “it wasn’t that impressive.”

			Six days before

			Helen Allen’s day was planned out. Her daughter-in-law, Kathy Allen, would pick her up from Villa Capri, take her to the doctor and for mani-pedis, then they’d round out the afternoon with a bowl of French onion soup. But they never made it past the doctor’s visit.

			Helen had a painful diaper rash and winced when the doctor approached to apply medication under her medical gown. “Don’t touch me!” she cried. The gynecologist diagnosed yet another urinary tract infection, one she said Helen contracted from being left too long in wet incontinence briefs.

			A former Pan Am Airlines executive secretary, Helen was known for being tidy and fastidious as she raised and doted on her three sons, which is why the infection and subsequent exam resulted not only in physical pain, but shame. “She was embarrassed and uncomfortable,” Kathy said of the woman she’d loved like her own mother since she was 15, when she’d started dating Helen’s son, Mark. Helen was still crying when they left the doctor’s office. Kathy canceled the rest of their plans and returned Helen to her second-floor apartment at Villa Capri.

			Five years earlier, Kathy and Mark moved Mark’s parents into the Oakmont Senior Living community from their Belmont home of 55 years. Mark’s father didn’t want anything to do with the new place. “Dad wanted to die with his boots on in his TV room,” Mark said. “Mom was ready to move.” Because Helen and Victor Allen moved into the assisted living portion of Villa Capri—not Traditions Memory Care like Louise Johnson—they were free to roam the grounds on their own, attend bingo night, and visit classic car shows in the parking lot.

			Helen and Victor had traded domestic drudgery for luxury and simplicity, for a place where they could enjoy a social life and pay others to take care of all their needs. Helen loved the frills, but Victor wanted to go home. Mark’s father’s dementia ultimately became an unexpected blessing because Victor came to believe he was staying in the same hotel he frequented when visiting Kathy and Mark, even thanking them for consistently booking him the same room. “He just couldn’t figure out where the [gift shop] was downstairs,” Mark said. Helen, whose poofy shoulder-length brown hair curved around her neckline, blossomed at Villa Capri thanks to activities like flower arranging and lunching daily with friends. She was happy, but her son and daughter-in-law weren’t always pleased. They lived only 12 miles away and visited several times a week. What they saw didn’t always impress.

			They were concerned about the high turnover rate of caregivers, whom Mark and Kathy would get to know by name only for them to leave shortly thereafter. “They’d say they had earned a certificate from Santa Rosa Junior College and could now earn two dollars more per hour down the street,” Mark said. “That’s kind of sad. I don’t know what they got paid, but it wasn’t enough to keep them there. A lot of them were nice and wonderful, but they were the ones who would leave.” Villa Capri’s assisted living fees were based on monthly apartment rent plus the cost of care. Staff calculated the cost using a points system tallied in categories like grooming, bathing, dressing, eating, toileting, medications, and fall prevention—any area where a resident might need staff support. Staff evaluated residents twice a year, unless their condition changed, and provided a chart of the categories assessed. Higher point totals meant the resident needed more care, and management adjusted fees accordingly.

			According to Mark, his parents’ evaluations inevitably raised the rate without increasing the intensity of staff interaction. In one instance, after Kathy slept overnight at her in-laws’ unit, a caregiver entered the apartment with a message: “Vic, don’t forget to comb your hair and brush your teeth today.” Kathy was dismayed. That simple message was their version of “grooming care,” which cost extra. What started as $6,000 per month increased each year as managers added points for the number of daily prescription pills Helen required, for her transition from walker to wheelchair, and for the “grooming care” Kathy witnessed.

			After Victor died in June 2016, Helen downsized from a two-room apartment to a studio without a kitchenette. In the summer of 2017, her monthly costs jumped by almost $2,000. Mark approached the executive director. “How can you do this to us?” he asked her. The math didn’t make sense to Mark. When the price went up, he didn’t see the level of care go up. “At the price they were going to increase us, I could hire someone to sit with her for eight hours a day.”

			Mark started looking for a less expensive option, and he found a spot at another facility, but the director told him moving Helen would be too disruptive to her dementia. So Mark negotiated a few hundred dollars off Villa Capri’s monthly rate, bringing it down to just over $9,000, to keep his mom in familiar surroundings. And he kept taking notes, just like his fastidious former-secretary mother would have done. For the five years Helen lived at Villa Capri, Mark meticulously documented every visit, problem, phone call, or meeting with staff or managers. His concerns and complaints filled three steno pads.

			It was unusual among residents’ children to record every visit and complaint over the years, but it wasn’t uncommon for a family member to be dissatisfied with their relation’s care. Such complaints are common in the assisted living industry. According to industry estimates, the U.S. is home to between 30,000 and 40,000 assisted living facilities such as Villa Capri and about 2,500 continuing care retirement communities, including luxury complexes like Varenna. Yet despite their ubiquity, few people have a grasp of the level of care and security they actually provide. Misconceptions abound.

			For one, there is no federal oversight for assisted living facilities; instead, they abide only by a state-by-state patchwork of laws and regulations. Because assisted living facilities market to society’s frail and vulnerable elderly, family members and residents often assume a doctor works on the premises. Not so. Most don’t even have a registered nurse on-site; the only medical-adjacent role is that of a “med tech” or medical technician who doles out medication under the supervision of a nursing manager or contract physician. As Eric Carlson, an attorney with Justice in Aging, a national non-profit legal advocacy organization that fights senior poverty via the law, put it, when one looks below deck at assisted living facilities, “There’s not much health care there.”

			***

			Two days before

			Ruth Callen was thrilled to open her door late Friday morning to find daughter Liz Schopfer and her husband, Urs, standing there. Liz wanted to return to Ruth a yellow jade necklace she’d borrowed, one of the beautiful exceptions to her mother’s vast QVC jewelry collection. When she still lived in her Santa Rosa home, Ruth was a QVC shopping network “freak” who ordered so much jewelry—often gaudy and ugly in her daughter’s opinion—that she’d have boxes arriving five days a week. Her husband’s discontent finally tempered the orders, but it didn’t dampen her lifelong attraction to shiny things. Ruth’s sister Mary Lou nicknamed her Sparkle Plenty for her love of bling, real or fake. Ruth loved anything that gave off a monied air.

			Ruth was not wealthy, but she admired rich people, their designer clothes, authentic diamonds, and fancy cars, and she regretted being unable to live their lifestyle. Instead, she’d tried gambling her way into luxury. Ruth studied tip sheets to bet on racehorses at the annual county fair, and in off-track betting, Ruth put money on the Triple Crown. She usually wagered on her favorite jockeys, though an Irish-named horse or one carrying her kids’ names might draw her bet. And she couldn’t pass a slot machine that didn’t tug at her purse strings. Ruth had spent two of her last three birthdays at the local casino, including one night when she stationed herself at a leprechaun-themed slot until 3 a.m. before Liz finally managed to drag her away. Ruth’s claim to fame was winning a couple thousand dollars in Vegas once, but that sum wasn’t enough to make her wealthy. Moving into Villa Capri, however, was the ticket to her desired lifestyle. “This is a classy joint,” she said upon entering its marbled lobby during a tour in 2016. Her husband’s pension from decades as a police officer made it attainable. Ruth was thrilled to land the lucky-sounding Room 222, even though it was the smallest unit available, a 395-square-foot Rossana studio with a tiny kitchenette. Liz purchased a beautiful Italian leather chair and loveseat set for the sitting area along with a seven-drawer oak leaf nightstand for her mother’s bedside.

			The highlight of the apartment sat perched atop that nightstand. Lydia, a four-foot-tall bronze lamp sculpted like a dancer with one leg and one arm outstretched, wore the flowing apron dress of a peasant girl. But thanks to her pride of place on the nightstand, Lydia commanded the room like a noblewoman. She almost reached the ceiling, and her bronze form was weighty and substantial. “If Lydia falls over, don’t be next to her because she’ll kill you,” daughter Ruthie used to joke. Lydia was more than just a lamp; she was a remnant from the family’s San Francisco days. Ruth purchased her from a wealthy woman in the Marina District, then gave her a nickname—like she did most things she loved. And Ruth loved Lydia.

			Ruth also loved to eat. So when her daughter and son-in-law showed up on October 6 to return her yellow jade necklace, they decided to take her to lunch downstairs. An uneven hip replacement and Paget’s disease left Ruth a slow traveler down the long hallways, despite the use of a bright red walker she nicknamed Ferrari and adorned with the luxury car maker’s logo. Urs liked to tease his mother-in-law. “Oh, your Ferrari’s going slow today,” he’d say. “Maybe it needs a tune-up.” The trio eventually reached the elevator and rode it to the lobby, then Liz and Urs walked slowly while Ruth inched to the dining room.

			It was difficult to have a quiet lunch with Ruth. She preferred to dine near the entrance, which meant every resident passed her as they came and went. “Hey, kid!” she’d call out to her friend Margaret, a worldly, well-traveled woman. “Here comes my friend JoMary,” she would quip, poking fun at Joellen Mack’s uncommon mash-up of a name. Or she’d find a space for Susie Pritchett, a stylish woman with an elegant apartment and a tropical bird she would wheel around in a cage on her deceased husband’s wheelchair. Ruth held court for at least an hour at every meal and was often the last one to leave the dining room, after which she and Ferrari slow-hauled through the lobby, up the elevator, and back down the long hallway to her apartment.

			On this unseasonably hot Friday, Ruth hobbled back to her room and said goodbye to Liz and Urs. She was always glum when her youngest child left, but her other daughter was visiting tomorrow, and had her two local sons not been on vacation, she likely would have seen them in a surprise visit Sunday night. Their presence would have been especially welcome; all three sons were retired firefighters.

			***

			On the same day Ruth dined with Liz, a different resident’s daughter fired off an email to Villa Capri management about her parents’ care. Bill and Wanda Lee’s daughter was ticked off. Once again, for the nth time in the past 12 months, local attorney Dawn Ross was fed up with Villa Capri’s Traditions Memory Care center.

			Dawn’s dad, Bill, a former accountant, already had five children and was 14 years older than Wanda when he got the former high school valedictorian pregnant at 19. The couple had two daughters, after which Wanda earned a bachelor’s and master’s degree and rose in the ranks of corporate human resources. She retired as vice president of HR for a large health care company, then started her own consulting firm.

			The Lees, married for 40 years, lived in Southern California until they grew older and moved north near Dawn, settling in a house in Fountaingrove across the golf course from Villa Capri. Bill smoked a pipe, drank scotch, and never exercised; Wanda, on the other hand, kept herself in great shape. So it came as a surprise in 2012 when airline personnel called Dawn because Wanda was at the Oakland airport but didn’t know where she was. “Overnight—it was that sudden—she had dementia,” Dawn said.

			Dawn’s high-functioning mother spiraled from a woman who was never seen without her lipstick into a 72-year-old hospice patient who had forgotten how to chew and swallow. Doctors suspected the dementia was a side effect from a drug Wanda took for restless leg syndrome. A speech pathologist worked with Wanda and eventually got her to eat lemon-lime yogurt, the only food she would swallow for months. She slowly regained weight and seemed to fully recover. Wanda petitioned the DMV to reinstate her driver’s license and had her health insurance company expunge dementia from her medical records.

			But a year and a half later, it happened again. A neighbor called Dawn to report that her parents’ garage door had opened and closed all night. “Your mom was sitting in the car and she couldn’t figure out how to get into the house,” the neighbor told Dawn. “Then we woke up this morning and the car had rolled into the street.” Dawn rushed over.

			“Oh, Dawn, I’m so glad you’re here. Your dad is dead, and the cat is dead,” Wanda told her daughter.

			Dawn steeled herself. Oh my God, she thought, she killed my dad, and she killed the cat. Neither was true, but Dawn took Wanda to the hospital for evaluation.

			Dawn was also concerned about her father. Bill had started stuffing his pockets with granola bars because Wanda wouldn’t let him eat. “We thought, this isn’t safe. Dad’s going to starve to death.” Then one day, Dawn opened the cupboards to find everything gone. “I think if it bothered her or felt complicated, she’d just throw it away.” Eventually, Dawn and her son would visit the night before garbage pickup to lay a tarp on Bill and Wanda’s law, dump the contents of their trash cans, and sift. There, in the pile of refuse, Dawn and her teenager found everything from cutlery to discarded computers.

			A room in Traditions Memory Care opened up in August 2016, so Dawn and her brothers “tricked” Bill and Wanda into relocating to the other side of the golf course. One weekend, Dawn’s brother and his wife took Bill and Wanda on an outing to keep them busy just long enough for movers to relocate their bedroom furniture, a table, chairs, clothes, and favorite artwork to Villa Capri. Dawn met her parents out front. “This is strange,” Bill said, marveling at the homey familiarity of an unfamiliar place. Wanda asked what was going on. “I told my dad he’s there for my mom and my mom she’s there for him. So we convinced them to try it for a week,” Dawn said.

			At first, Villa Capri seemed like home. Bill was eating regularly, and Wanda liked having her blonde hair done weekly in the salon. But Dawn soon found herself disappointed in the care they received for $14,000 a month. “Sometimes I’d show up and my dad would be lying in his own urine-soaked diapers,” she said. Frustrated, Dawn fired off emails to the memory care director and Executive Director Deborah “Debie” Smith about various complaints, including that her mother hadn’t had a shower or shampoo in two weeks. Wanda’s hair was matted, and she had body odor. Then she fell near the dining hall and broke her hip, necessitating the use of a wheelchair. Dawn considered relocating her parents but abandoned the idea, hiring a personal caregiver for an additional $8,000 a month to ensure her parents stayed clean, fed, and healthy. That brought their monthly care cost to $22,000, paid for by a long-term care policy.

			A few months later, during spring 2017, the memory care director with whom Dawn corresponded resigned. She told Dawn she couldn’t provide the level of care Oakmont promised. “She looked like a wreck all the time. Dark circles,” Dawn remembered. “When she left, she said, ‘I can’t work here anymore. They are understaffed. I keep complaining. They won’t get me proper staffing.’”

			Shane McCallum, a former med tech at a sister facility, replaced her, and, according to a former manager, on his first day, three of the four scheduled caregivers didn’t show up because they were angry about the previous director’s departure and working conditions. No one prepared notes for or trained McCallum, and he lasted only four months before he quit for reasons similar to those of the woman he replaced. Other employees said he was working 16-hour days and begging Debie Smith for more staff.

			Dawn wanted staffing increased too, and she was upset about the high turnover, which she attributed not only to workload but also low pay. In 2017, she wrote a series of emails to Smith and that year’s three different memory care directors, including one on May 17 when Dawn asked, “I am concerned that so many good employees, like Rene, are leaving to make more money elsewhere. Who can I talk to at the corporate office about raising [pay] rates to decrease turnover?” In another email, Dawn said it was “devastating” to lose yet another caregiver, and she closed by saying, “I hope you can figure out what the problems are and get them fixed. So far, it just seems like lots of empty promises.”

			Two months later, on October 6, 2017, Dawn emailed Smith and memory care director Janice Wilson, who had been in the role for less than eight weeks. Dawn relayed an upsetting episode when her parents’ personal caregiver arrived to find Bill lying in bed with feces leaking out of his briefs. She hit the call button for a Villa Capri caregiver, waited 15 minutes, then hit the button again. No one came. The Lees’ personal caregiver then located and confronted the Villa Capri caregiver, who simply asked where Bill was, then turned around and walked away. Dawn’s email was pointed, both in tone and in structure.

			It took three days for Smith to respond to Dawn, and when she did, it had nothing to do with Bill and Wanda’s daily care. Sent the morning after the fire, Debie Smith’s single-line email was Dawn’s first indication as to whether her parents had made it out of Villa Capri alive.

			Eleven hours before

			Just before Sunday’s temperatures began their precipitous rise from the morning’s low 50s to the afternoon’s high 80s, and about the time residents headed to Sunday circuit training classes, Len Kulwiec accidentally accomplished his long-sought-after-goal—to bring Communion to Villa Capri.

			If Henrietta Hillman was its queen, Len had undoubtedly become the facility’s king. The mobile widower with a full head of hair and a mischievous crooked smile that exposed deep laugh lines—his only wrinkles—didn’t look a day over 75. These features put him in high demand in the woman-dominated care home. “He’s got the ladies going after him, asking him up to their room. And then you’ve got the men who are jealous because the women are looking for a good time with Lenny,” his son Michael said with a laugh.

			In his two and a half years at Villa Capri, Len made a name for himself with his involvement in, well, everything. Besides partaking in field trips and exercise and craft classes, he presided over a resident council to give voice to their complaints and concerns. But while the veteran enjoyed staying active to keep his body fit and his mind sharp, he didn’t have an option to nourish his soul.

			Though Villa Capri did arrange Christian religious services, including twice monthly church services and monthly “religious films,” Catholic Mass wasn’t offered. So Len called St. Rose of Lima Roman Catholic Church to inquire about bringing Communion to Villa Capri but was told the bishop would not allow Communion outside the church in a corporate setting. For the two years Len lived at the community, he had not received Communion on-site.

			So it was unusual on the morning of October 8 that Len spotted in the parking lot a couple he knew who happened to be Eucharistic ministers. He asked them if they would give residents Communion, and the couple agreed, playing music, praying, and administering the sacrament to approximately 15 Villa Capri residents. “It was just by pure coincidence that we all received Communion that morning,” Len said. “I think they brought a couple of angels.”

			***

			That same day, Alice Eurotas received a gift of her own. When her daughters, Gloria Eurotas and Beth Eurotas-Steffy, moved Alice into Villa Capri, they’d withheld a gallon Ziploc bag full of jewelry: jade, onyx, and lapis pendants, 24-karat gold omega chains, and antique opals that were heirlooms and collectibles from Alice’s mother’s world travels. Gloria worried the pieces could get stolen, so she took them from her mother and hid the bag at her house. Alice begged for months to have her precious belongings returned. “We finally said, ‘Hell, just give it to her,’” Gloria recalled. Problem was, Gloria couldn’t find the bag. She finally fessed up to her mom. “Shit happens,” Alice responded.

			Alice, a former legal secretary on a tight budget, spent money both frivolously and to show her love. One time she invited eight friends to San Francisco to see a Broadway show and footed the bill for everyone’s tickets and an expensive dinner, despite Beth’s pleadings that she couldn’t afford such extravagances. The one good financial decision she made was buying a long-term care policy when she was only 35. There were years she didn’t want to pay the premium, and Beth would remind her she’d paid for the past 25 years. “She’d say, ‘Put me in a horrible place,’” Beth said. “But [my mom would] secretly tell her friends, ‘Beth will take care of me when I’m older.’” Alice expected to inherit far more money from her mother than came to pass, so she wound up in a mobile home park in Calistoga until Beth and Gloria chipped in to buy Alice a triplex in a senior housing development in Santa Rosa, where Alice lived, dined, socialized, and shopped for 17 years.

			She loved perusing the stores in Montgomery Village until the day she was en route to the shopping center and hit a motorcyclist. Since it was her faulty left turn, Alice gave up her license. Homebound, she grew sedentary and depressed, frequently complaining she didn’t feel well. She overmedicated with painkillers for abdominal issues, and her daughters felt she could no longer care for herself.

			It took Beth a year to convince Alice to get on waiting lists for low-income assisted living housing. Beth could only find two facilities in Sonoma County that offered low-cost rooms as conditions of their building permits. Nearly a year later, in March 2017, a Villa Capri employee called to say a low-income room had opened. The space would cost $2,950 a month and include meals, TV service, transportation, a “nurse” to oversee her medications, and med techs to dispense them. Alice would pay extra for help showering.

			Beth lived less than two miles away and took Alice to lunch at Villa Capri before moving in. Alice thought she was walking into a palace. A sign reading “Welcome to Villa Capri, Alice Eurotas” sat on a round table in the foyer decorated with a fresh flower arrangement. “When my mom first walked in, it was so opulent and fancy with chandeliers and lovely fixtures. She called it ‘her castle,’” Beth said. “My mother loves movies, and when she saw [the movie theater], she thought she’d died and gone to heaven.”

			Once moved in, Alice decided she missed her house and her routine and was angry with Beth for initiating the move. She especially resented the fact that someone else handled her medication, both the dosage and the dispensation. “The nurse held all the power, and Alice did not like that,” Beth said, referring to her mom by her first name, which she and her sister Gloria initiated as teenagers when calling Alice “Mom” didn’t seem to fit. And the nurse seemed stretched thin. “I called and emailed and could never connect with her, because there was one nurse for all of the residents.” Alice grew surly and refused to partake in the daily activities.

			That changed, however, when she met 92-year-old Norma Porter in the dining room and the two women hit it off, long before Alice learned of Norma’s status at Villa Capri. Norma had attended Alice’s 84th birthday party at Sweet T’s, a popular Fountaingrove restaurant serving Southern cuisine; her friendship was just what Alice needed to embrace her new life.

			And her daughters were reliable supports, alternating weekend-day visits with their mother. Saturday, October 7, was Beth’s day to visit, and the women had lunch on the patio despite temperatures in the upper 80s. The heat was oppressive, but Alice’s mood was light, and she asked Beth to snap a photo of her standing in front of “her castle’s” four-tiered Italian-style fountain. Beth returned home feeling relieved. “Alice is finally content. I think she’s going to be OK at Villa Capri. She finally feels like it’s her home.”

			That night, Gloria was primping for her fortieth high school reunion, rummaging through drawers in search of a strapless bra when she happened upon the Ziploc bag containing her mother’s misplaced jewelry. On Sunday, Gloria brought the bag of treasures to Villa Capri and presented them to Alice. “Lasted about 15 hours before they burned,” Gloria said.

			Nine hours before

			By the time the sun rose at 7:13 a.m., Robert “Bob” Mitton had already been up for more than an hour. The 73-year-old retired deputy minister from Ontario, Canada, was eager to squeeze in a morning walk before the sun grew too intense to bear. The days had been unseasonably hot in recent weeks—hitting 109 degrees during two consecutive days in September—and Bob’s hilly three-mile loop was already strenuous enough. He had just returned from a trip north with his wife, Mimi Vandermolen, and they were still adjusting to the California weather.

			Mimi had been a designer for Ford Motor Co. in Michigan, so between her time in Detroit and Bob’s in the Great White North, both were ready for California’s temperate climate and famed sunshine upon retirement. They thought they had found it in a coastal hamlet midway between Los Angeles and San Francisco, but they didn’t love Cambria’s intense coastal storms, often accompanied by prolonged power outages. The experience left them feeling isolated and open to moving to a more urbanized setting with a gentler climate.

			But uprooting was not a decision they made overnight. While helping a friend move to Healdsburg, they toured Sonoma County for the first time and came upon Varenna. They took a brochure and held onto it for four years. “It was marketed as a place for active seniors,” Bob said. “We thought relieving ourselves of yard work…and being closer to an urban service center was a logical choice.” In July 2014, after another volatile winter on the central coast, Bob and Mimi secured a two-bedroom apartment in Varenna’s North Building. Now, three years later, Bob and Mimi were grateful to be back in their Sonoma County home after a visit north, and Bob was glad to shove off on his walk.

			After taking the elevator downstairs, Bob strode past Varenna’s South Building and the stand-alone casitas, past the Main Building and Villa Capri, and through the tiered parking lots to a sidewalk on the north side of Fountaingrove Parkway. From there, he proceeded downhill past the entrance to the 33-acre Nagasawa Community Park, and turned right onto Thomas Lake Harris Drive, a gently rolling road that fronted two other Oakmont properties: Fountaingrove Lodge, billed as the nation’s first senior living community for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people and their allies; and Oakmont of the Terraces, a dedicated memory care complex. He walked past 11 holes of the exclusive Fountaingrove Club golf course, past enclaves of three- and four-bedroom single-family homes, most of which featured 12-foot ceilings, open floor plans, master suites larger than some two-bedroom apartments, and eligibility to join the members-only Fountaingrove Club. Bob then made a right back onto Fountaingrove Parkway, past the T intersection with Stagecoach Road, and returned to Varenna. Given Bill Gallaher’s ownership of the Lodge and the Terraces, and his controlling interest in the Fountaingrove Club, Bob’s three-mile loop essentially traced the boundaries of the developer-investor-banker’s Fountaingrove empire.

			Although the heat was on Bob’s mind that morning, it wasn’t much of a news story. Neither was the fact that the National Weather Service was issuing fire-weather warnings throughout much of Northern California. These red flag warnings indicate when an inbound weather pattern may contribute to extreme fires within the next 24 hours. Conditions that trigger red flag warnings include low relative humidity, strong winds, dry fuels, and the possibility of dry-lightning strikes.

			The forecast projected winds from the north gusting between 25 and 35 miles an hour and temperatures reaching 88 degrees with a relative humidity of 12 percent. An average October day’s humidity in Northern California is 53 percent. The landscape was a tinderbox. On the morning of October 8, Santa Rosa checked almost all the warning’s boxes, and meteorologists made a stark projection: “Any fires that develop will spread rapidly.”

			Red flag warnings and weather watches had become almost routine for this part of the state, and as usual, the story was buried in the news coverage of the day. The primary weather news was Hurricane Nate, which had made its way along the Mississippi coastline and landed outside Biloxi that morning. It was the first hurricane to make landfall in Mississippi since Hurricane Katrina in 2005. If there was any place in the nation that was vulnerable to natural disasters, it was the Gulf, not Wine Country.

			After his three-mile stroll, Bob and Mimi dined on Varenna’s veranda, overlooking Fountaingrove Lake, Nagasawa Park, the country club, the golf course, and the swanky neighborhoods nestled around Varenna. As they took in the view under the brilliant California sunshine, Bob appreciated it all. “I was back in my routine that day,” he thought, having no clue as to the events ahead. By the time the sun rose the following morning, almost all that Bob had seen Sunday—and everything he and Mimi took in from the patio where they dined—would be gone.
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Varenna at Fountaingrove in 2017

Varenna and Villa Capri in May 2017, five months before the
Tubbs Fire and before Santa Rosa recorded its hottest summer
onrecord. The 29-acre hilltop complex includes 33 buildings
scattered across the ridge. Varenna residents lived in the

four-story Main Building, the three-level North and South
buildings, and 27 casitas. At Villa Capri, memory care residents
lived on the first floor while most assisted living residents
resided on the second floor.
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