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The blonde woman got out of her car and
walked to the nursing home entrance. She appeared to be in her mid
40's. She was 5 foot 10 and was wearing flats and casual business
wear. “Cottonwood Gardens” the sign said.

“I wonder how they picked
that name?” she said to herself, with emphasis on the word
“that”.

The name did not fit the structure or locale.
There were no cottonwood trees and there were no gardens here. The
nursing home was in an older neighborhood that was not well
maintained. The patchy, uneven asphalt street needed even more
patching to fill even more potholes. Indeed, the entire surface of
the street appeared to be made of nothing but a quilt work of old
asphalt patches with none of the original paving visible. The
street had no curbs or storm drains. There were no sidewalks. The
landscape looked like no professional gardener had ever set foot on
the neighborhood. The trees along the street all looked like they
had been tortured by violent storms long past, having had limbs
broken and then ripped away, leaving jagged scars on their
trunks.

“Rent must be cheap here,”
she thought. “All the residents must be on Medicaid,” she
deduced.

A cool front had blown in the day before
yesterday. Before that the weather had been unseasonably warm, but
now the temperature was normal for this time of autumn. It was
breezy today. Dead leaves were blowing around in swirls. The wind
blew her long blonde hair over her face.

“I am getting tired of long
hair,” she thought as she brushed her hair out of her face. “Time
to go back to short hair. Everyone thinks long hair is so pretty,
but long hair is such a bother.”

The woman went up the cracked, gray, concrete
steps, through the glass doors, and entered the reception area of
the nursing home. The receptionist was busy with another person. A
man in a service uniform hunched over her desk. The receptionist
was talking to a delivery man but it did not look like they were
talking about business. They immediately started taking in whispers
when they saw Angela enter.

“He must be looking for a
hot date tonight,” Angela thought impatiently. While she waited for
the receptionist to be free Angela observed the reception area like
it was the first time she had ever visited the establishment . The
carpet in the reception area was low pile, gray in color and
stained from many dropped dark beverages. Cokes? Coffee? There was
a trail worn in the carpet from the front door to the
receptionist’s desk. The carpet pad was thin everywhere and you
could feel the hard sub floor underneath the carpet when you
walked. The walls needed paint. The paint was not chipped, but the
walls were dirty around the wall switches from years of feeling for
switches on a dark mornings.

“It must be at least 10
years since the walls have been painted,” thought Angela, “ Maybe
this is the actual original paint, hmm...”.

There was a dusty artificial
plant of some nondescript imaginary design that sat lopsided in an
over-sized dusty vase in one corner. Then there were the two padded
dining room chairs that sat across from the receptionist's desk.
The chairs looked like refugees from a garage sale years ago. You
could tell that nursing home did not expend any effort or money to
create a reception area that would impress visitors.

“Well the Medicaid money was
not being waste on upkeep or appearances,” she said to herself.
“Sometimes I wonder where the money does go. It must go for all the
drugs they give the people here,” she thought sarcastically, then
hopefully, “Please do not let there be a money scandal here.”
Visiting the nursing home never cheered her up. This place always
caused her emotions to gyrate. No one ever became a resident of
Cottonwood Gardens by choice. All the residents had been forcibly
committed by their own family members, family members who could not
take care of their loved ones at home anymore and who could not
afford to pay the nursing home bill without government
support.

Finally the receptionist was free. Angela
approached the desk.

“Hi. I am Angela Stevens and
I am her to visit my father, Ben Thomas,” she said, as she reached
to sign in the visitor's log. The receptionist reached for the desk
lamp to turn it on. Click. The light bulb flashed and went
out.

“Of course, please sign in.
Sorry for the poor lighting. Nice to see you again, Ms. Stevens,”
said the receptionist, “Go ahead. He is in his room. You come so
often. I am sure he enjoys your visits. Welcome back to Cottonwood
Gardens.” The receptionist pressed a button to release the electric
locks on the door to the inner secure area of the nursing home,
where the patients resided. Angela always winched whenever someone
called the nursing home by its proper name, “Cottonwood Gardens”.
To Angela the name “Cottonwood Gardens” suggested something more
than the establishment actually was, but “Cottonwood Gardens” does
sound good on the telephone to someone shopping around to find a
nursing home to place a loved one. Angela always referred to
Cottonwood Gardens as just “The Nursing Home”.
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