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DISINTEGRATION










"The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear."

- Antonio Gramsci
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CHAPTER ONE
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Standing up, Josie looked down to admire her work. She found it satisfying to tend to the landscaping of her front yard now that Spring was just starting, and it was a beautiful day for it. Although the lawn was small, with a postage-stamp sized patch of grass and a couple of dwarf boxwood bushes, it was pleasant and inviting. Getting out and working with her hands, pruning, and planting coreopsis seeds, helped her to feel productive. She was looking forward to seeing the perennials bloom, adding some color and life to her landscape. 

It was amazing how much things could change in a year, and not always for the good. The neighborhood that she had lived in for the past thirty years had seen such changes. Neighbors that she knew for years were moving away, private homes were being knocked down and replaced by large apartment buildings, often bought by investors rather than individuals. Her street, once tidy, was now strewn with trash. The charms of a small town were slowly fading away.

She did her part to try and improve the situation by keeping her property tidy, but it was still hard to see the local decline. After raising three children who were now on their own, it was beginning to look as if Josie and her husband should move on, too.

But it was not that easy. They had both become extremely sick during a nationwide flu epidemic which had resulted in Sam retiring and Josie losing her job. Thankfully, they were getting by for the time being, although things were tight. Opportunities in the area were at an all-time low, and relocation was out of the question right now for them. The jobs were scarce, people were panicking, and substantial changes in society were starting to take effect.

With Sam taking a nap upstairs, Josie decided to quietly boot up her laptop in the kitchen window nook downstairs. 

Getting comfortable, she scrolled through the latest news articles. It appeared that nothing had improved. In fact, things were steadily getting worse. People fighting, countries fighting, natural disasters, plane crashes, and car accidents. There was an increase in suicides and unexplained deaths, companies were closing, leading to massive job losses. Josie was having a difficult time finding a job for herself, and it was becoming a concern.

Dissatisfied, she shut the laptop down and enjoyed the view outside her bay window. The backyard was just slightly larger than the front lawn, but it was its own little oasis. Two rose bushes were directly outside the window, their scent faintly drifting in. There was a small tree on the back left side of the yard accompanied by a bird feeder. On the right side was a tiny shed for supplies. The back door in the kitchen led to a little deck out in the yard. The deck was just big enough for a couple of chairs and a small, round table.

Although the house was a modest Cape Cod, Josie and Sam had successfully raised three children within its walls. As a result of hard work and help along the way, they had created a modest home for their family, and she was truly grateful.

Josie’s train of thought was interrupted by a commotion out front that sounded like a group of people. 

“What’s going on out there?” asked Sam, not fully awake as he made his way down the stairs. He opened the front door and stepped outside.

Joining him, Josie could see a small crowd forming by the curb, pointing, and looking up towards the sky. There, directly overhead, was a large symbol in the shape of an “x.”

“Wow,” Sam said, “obviously skywriting but it is a pretty intense sight.”

“Yes, it is,” Josie agreed. What made it stand out was the orange glow that completely outlined its form, giving it an otherworldly appearance.

As if reading her mind, Sam said, “I’ve never seen anything like it, the way the sun is reflecting such color.”

They stood there for a few more minutes watching as the crowd, along with the form in the sky, slowly dissipated. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Briskly walking across the parking lot, Josie did not want to be late for her job interview. Traffic had been fierce, and she was pressed for time. It had been one month of consistent job searching and it was her first breakthrough. She was feeling hopeful.

The interview was with a small clinic. This was a part-time position with the possibility of becoming full-time. She was relieved that she had made it in with a few minutes to spare. After speaking to the receptionist at the front desk, Josie was quickly ushered into a small back office where she settled into a chair by a conference table and waited.

“Hello,” a man, appearing to be somewhere around Josie’s age, said as he entered the room. He was accompanied by a younger blonde-haired woman who shut the door and took a chair next to Josie. “I’m Gary and this is my assistant, Deborah.”

“Hello, nice to meet you,” Josie replied.

“I don’t know how much you know about the position,” Gary started. “We’re looking for a part-time medical scribe. Are you okay with part-time hours?” He seemed rushed and Josie guessed that he had already interviewed several candidates.

“Yes, that’s fine,” Josie said. 

“Good,” Deborah said, and proceeded to conduct most of the interview. Overall, the duties were straightforward starting with a three-day work week in the office, with no evenings or weekends.

Gary piped in, “As you know, we conduct a background check on all candidates.”

“Yes,” Josie replied. She had given her permission on the job application.

“I see that you’re married. Do you have any children?” he asked.

“Yes, I have three adult children.” Josie said.

“Are any of them still at home?” Gary continued.

“No, they are all on their own,” Josie stated.

“Do they live near home?” he asked, as he shuffled around papers.

“My one son and daughter live in the vicinity, and my other son lives out of the area,” she supposed he was just making small talk, but she was growing slightly uncomfortable.

“I just have one last question before we wrap up the interview, just off the cuff,” Gary said. “Imagine that all your adult children were hanging off the edge of a cliff and you could only save one of them. Which one would you save?”

Josie was caught completely off-guard and offended. “I’m not answering that.”

“Come on, just play along,” Gary said.

Josie stood up.

“I apologize,” Gary started. 

“We’re so sorry,” Deborah said, also standing. “It’s just an ice breaker question that Gary asks sometimes.”

“Thank you for your time,” Josie said. She left the office ignoring their protests behind her.

Sitting in her car for a few minutes before driving home, Josie struggled to compose herself. Maybe she was overreacting, but she felt as if she had just been assaulted. Pulling a tissue out of her purse, she dabbed at her eyes where tears had started to form. With a deep breath, she started the car. “Well, this job is off the list,” Josie said to herself as she pulled out of the parking lot.

* * * * 
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“What?!” Sam exclaimed, once Josie was home and filled him in on the interview. “Can I have the number to this place? How unprofessional is it getting around here?”

“Don’t aggravate yourself,” Josie said. “It’s not worth the trouble.”

“I’m not sure if it’s a good idea for you to go back to work. We’re getting by, and you’re just physically building yourself up after we were both hit so hard with the flu.”

“I know,” Josie agreed. “But I’m sure the jobs aren’t all like the one today.”

“By the way,” Sam said, changing topics, ”your brother called while you were out.” 

“I’ll give him a call,” Josie said. She rarely spoke to her brother, not so much because they didn’t get along but because they had slowly drifted apart over the years.

Getting comfortable on the couch, Josie picked up her cell phone and dialed her brother, Jeff.

“Hello,” Jeff answered the phone on the first ring.

“Hi, Jeff,” Josie said. “How is everything?”

“I’m doing fine,” Jeff said, “How are you and the kids doing? Is everything okay?” 

“We’re all doing good. They’re all out of the house and on their own now, as you know. We talk weekly, they are doing fine,” Josie said.   

“And Cynthia is doing well?” Jeff asked.

“Yes, Cynthia is good. She and Mark have settled into their house, everything is fine.”

“Glad to hear,” Jeff said.

Their conversation lasted for twenty minutes and was very pleasant. Josie couldn’t remember ever talking to her brother for that long since they did not really have that much in common, and he always seemed to be a little impatient. Today, the two of them had connected in a way that Josie didn’t ever remember experiencing. Jeff promised to call her soon when they had hung up.

Despite the pleasantries and looking forward to their next conversation, Josie was left with an uneasy feeling.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Just a couple of days after Jeff’s call, Josie received another phone call. This time it was from her daughter, Cynthia. It was a pleasant surprise,

“Hi, Mom,” Cynthia said, “Would you and Dad mind if I came by after work today?”

“We’d love to see you. Will Mark be joining us?” Josie asked.

“No, just me,” Cynthia said.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?” suggested Josie.

“That would be nice,” Cynthia replied, “Yes.”

“Okay, I’ll see you after work, then.”

“Yes, I should be there around five or so,” Cynthia said.

“Great,” Josie said, “See you then.”

She hung up the phone hoping that everything was going okay for Cynthia and Mark.

* * * * 
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After running to the store with Sam for the evening’s dinner, Josie was preparing sausage and peppers slow-cooked in the crock pot, which was one of Cynthia’s favorite meals. The aroma permeated the whole house.

Cynthia arrived just a few minutes after five, as planned.

"Yum, that smells good," she said, following Josie into the kitchen. "I'm probably going to gain a good five pounds," she laughed.

Josie laughed, too. "Thank makes two of us.”

Looking at her daughter, Josie felt a little concerned. Cynthia’s complexion was pale, her hair limp. Her clothes were baggy and hung on her already small frame. 

“How have you been feeling?” Josie asked, pulling out plates from the cabinet.

“Pretty tired, actually,” Cynthia said. “It’s been really hectic at work.”

Sam walked into the kitchen, breaking up the conversation. “Hi, kiddo, how have you been?” he asked, giving her a peck on the cheek. Cynthia had the same dark hair and blue eyes that Sam had.

“It’s been alright,” Cynthia paused. “Actually, it could be better.” Sam and Cynthia had always shared a close relationship and if she was going to talk to anyone, it would be with her father.

“What’s going on?” he asked, concerned. The two sat down at the kitchen table while Josie placed the settings.

Cynthia was a little hesitant. “Mark and I aren’t getting along,” she finally said.

“What?” Josie said, “You both just bought a house together, I thought everything was going fine.”

“It was,” Cynthia said, looking perplexed. “I honestly don’t know what’s going on.”

“What’s been happening?” Sam asked calmly.

“He’s being distant, not communicating. He’s short tempered,” Josie could see the familiar pout Cynthia displayed as a child when she was getting ready to cry.

They were all quiet for a moment before Cynthia continued, “No, I don’t think he’s having an affair,” she finally said, as if reading their minds, “but something is wrong.”

“Do you want me to talk to him?” Sam asked. 

“No, not yet,” Cynthia answered. “Maybe it will blow over.”

“Okay, for now,” Sam said. “You keep us updated. Don’t let it get to be too much for you if it goes in that direction.”

“I will, Dad,” Cynthia promised.

The rest of the evening was lighthearted, and it was nice just to be the three of them for a change. By the time Cynthia left, she was in better spirits, smiling, and more like her old self. Josie felt a little relief.

Still, her brother’s recent phone call lingered in the back of her mind.
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