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            Silence in the Parking Lot

          

        

      

    

    
      The parking lot of Riverside Manufacturing in Midfield, Pennsylvania, had never fallen silent at 7:00 a.m., but on that first Tuesday in March, two hundred men and women stood frozen in dread-filled stillness. Gravel crunched beneath their feet as they waited, caught between fear and uncertainty. Everyone sensed something terrible was about to unfold.

      John Mitchell stood near the back of the crowd, his breath forming small puffs of clouds in the cold morning air, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his work jacket. Around him, faces he'd known for fifteen years stared at the makeshift podium where management had gathered.

      The usual morning banter about weekend plans and kids' soccer games had evaporated the moment they were called outside instead of clocking in.

      “Thank you all for gathering,” began Richard Hartnell, the CEO who had flown in from corporate headquarters in Pittsburgh. His suit probably cost more than John made in a month. “I’ll be brief because I know you're all anxious to understand what's happening.”

      Anxious didn't begin to cover it.

      “As of 8:00 a.m. this morning, Riverside Manufacturing will cease all operations. The company has filed for Chapter 7 bankruptcy, and effective immediately, all employees are terminated. You will receive a final payout by direct deposit on Friday, which will include all remaining wages and the compensation required under state and federal guidelines, along with information about COBRA and unemployment benefits.”

      The words landed like punches. Someone gasped. A woman sobbed. Dave Martinez, who had started the same week as John, turned and slammed his fist into the side of his truck. The metallic thud echoed across the lot.

      “This can't be legal,” someone shouted.

      “I understand your anger,” Hartnell continued, his voice maddeningly calm. “Human Resources will be available in the break room until noon today to answer any questions you may have and help you file the necessary paperwork. I'm truly sorry it's come to this.”

      John didn't hear the rest. The words had become white noise, a distant buzzing that couldn't penetrate the fog filling his mind.

      Fifteen years.

      He was twenty-three when he walked through those factory doors for the first time, nervous and eager, grateful for a job that paid well enough to support the family he and Jessie were planning. He worked his way up from the line to maintenance supervisor. He missed Emma's first steps because of a double shift and coached Caleb's T-ball team on Saturdays, even though Sunday was his only day off.

      He had spent years learning new skills, taking on small projects, and even attending a vocational school to learn how to weld with precision and safety. He had learned all the necessary skills over time, gained practical experience on the job, and eventually he was promoted to maintenance supervisor, a role that required leadership, problem-solving, and a broad understanding of manufacturing equipment. He had made real sacrifices, spent many hours of his life at this place, and with no warning, they just ended it.

      The crowd began to disperse. Some people headed inside to talk to HR while others stood in small clusters, trying to process what had just happened.

      He shuffled through the lot, scattering gravel in all directions, but he hardly noticed. As he climbed into the cab of his truck, he sat there with his hands on the steering wheel and stared at the building that had been the center of his entire adult life.

      He gripped the steering wheel, his hands turning white, his broad shoulders tense. At thirty-eight and just over six feet tall, he'd always had the solid build of a working man.

      He caught his reflection in the rearview mirror. Hazel eyes, bloodshot and irritated, stared back at him. His jaw was clenched, temples graying. He barely recognized the face staring back.

      Suddenly, his phone buzzed, pulling him away from his reflection. It was a text from Jessie, his wife: How's your morning going? Love you!

      He stared at the words on the screen, imagining her on the other end. Blonde hair pulled back while she tackled her morning, those steady brown eyes focused and capable. She'd want the truth, but how could he put this into a text message? Better to tell her in person. He started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot without looking back.

      The drive home took twenty minutes, but he barely registered the familiar route. His mind kept hitting a wall, unable to process what had just happened. Unemployed. The word felt foreign, like it belonged to someone else's life.

      He drove past Midfield Elementary School, where Jessie worked part-time as a teacher's aide, the grocery store they shopped at every Saturday, and the church where they attended most Sundays, when he wasn't too tired. Everything looked the same, but nothing was ever going to be the same again.

      Pulling into their driveway, he sat in the truck for a long time, staring at their small house. They'd bought it eight years ago, stretching their budget to make it work. Back then, the mortgage payment seemed manageable, but now it felt like a noose.

      Through the kitchen window, he could see Jessie moving around, probably cleaning up from breakfast. She'd be surprised to see him home so early. Anticipating her reaction, he rehearsed the words in his head: The factory closed. I lost my job. We're going to be okay. But even in his mind, the last part sounded like a lie.

      He climbed out of the truck and trudged to the front door, his legs heavy. The key turned in the lock with its familiar snick, and he stepped inside.

      “John?” Jessie appeared in the kitchen doorway, dish towel in hand, her face brightening into a smile that immediately faltered when she saw his expression. “What's wrong? What happened?”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but the words wouldn't come out. In three quick steps, she crossed the distance between them and took his hands in hers. Her fingers were warm and slightly damp from the dishes.

      “Baby, you're scaring me. What is it?”

      “The factory closed,” his voice wavering between shock and anger. “They filed for bankruptcy and fired everyone.”

      Her eyes widened, and for a moment, she just stared at him. Then she pulled him into a tight hug, wrapping her arms around his waist. He stood there, his arms at his sides, unable to return the embrace. It felt like he was watching someone else's life fall apart, a tragedy unfolding in real time. And he was powerless to stop it or look away.

      “Oh, John,” she whispered against his chest. “I'm so sorry. But we'll figure this out. You'll find something else. You're good at what you do. Someone will hire you.”

      Jessie's optimism felt like sandpaper against his raw nerves, but he didn't say that. Instead, he gently extracted himself from her arms and walked to the kitchen table, sinking into one of the chairs. Jessie followed, sitting across from him, her hands reaching for his again.

      “We should pray about this,” she said, her voice gentle but certain. “God will provide. He always does.”

      He remained silent, his eyes fixed on their joined hands. Prayer. Right. When was the last time he'd actually prayed, really prayed, not just bowed his head while Jessie said grace? Weeks? Longer?

      He started to pray, but the words felt clumsy in his mouth, like a language he'd once known but rarely spoke anymore. When had that happened?

      He couldn't remember the last time he'd prayed alone, without her beside him, her voice carrying them both through the familiar rhythms.

      “John,” she said, squeezing his hands, “let's pray together before I go to work.”

      He nodded. She bowed her head, and John did the same, staring at the worn wood of their kitchen table. Her voice, when it came, was steady and full of a certainty he couldn't quite find in himself.

      “Father God, we come to you in this moment of uncertainty and fear. We don't understand why this has happened, but we trust that you have a plan. Your Word says that you work all things together for good for those who love you, and we claim that promise right now. We ask that you would open doors for John, provide for our family, and give us peace in this storm. We trust you, Lord. We know you see us, and you haven't forgotten us. In Jesus' name, we pray. Amen.”

      “Amen,” he echoed instinctively.

      She looked up at him, her eyes shining with unshed tears and something else: hope, maybe, or certainty. “Your turn,” she said softly.

      His mind went blank. What was he supposed to say? Dear God, thanks for letting me lose my job. Thanks for putting my family at risk. Thanks for the fifteen years I gave to a company that threw me away like garbage. He swallowed hard.

      “God, I… we need help. Please help us. Amen.”

      The prayer was superficial, and they both knew it. But she smiled anyway and squeezed his hands again. “He hears us, John. I know He does.”

      She glanced at the clock and stood. “I need to head to work. “She kissed his forehead. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll get through this.” As she headed toward the door, John stared at the clock on the wall, still feeling as if this were all just a bad dream.

      He heard the front door close, then her car start up and back down the driveway.

      He wanted to believe her. He longed to feel the certainty that radiated from his wife like warmth from a fire. Instead, he felt cold and empty, like something essential had been carved out of him in that parking lot, hollowed out like a butcher preparing a cut of meat.

      The house fell quiet after Jessie left, the kind of quiet that made every thought louder. John stood at the kitchen counter, going through the motions of making coffee, measuring the coffee, pouring water, pressing the button. The machine slowly came to life, gurgling and hissing, filling the silence with something that almost felt normal.

      He carried his mug to the window above the sink, cradling it in both hands as he stared out at the backyard. The grass needed mowing. Weeds had grown up the fence, and it looked like the area had been abandoned to a jungle of growth, the back fence needed painting. Emma's bike lay on its side near the shed, right where she'd dropped it yesterday. Beyond the chain-link on his neighbors side he could see the rooflines of the neighborhood stretching out in familiar patterns.

      How many of those families were in the same boat now? How many men were standing in their kitchens this morning, wondering the same thing he was?

      He took a sip of coffee. It was too hot, burned his tongue a little, but he barely noticed.

      What if he couldn't find another job? One that paid enough? The mortgage. The car payment. Groceries for four. Emma would need braces soon; the dentist had mentioned it at her last checkup. And Caleb's school supplies, Jessie's car insurance, the electric bill that seemed to climb higher every summer.

      The list scrolled through his mind like credits at the end of a movie he didn't want to watch.

      He set the mug down on the counter and gripped the edge of the sink. Outside, a dog barked. Someone's car door slammed. Life continued like nothing had changed, like the ground beneath everything hadn't just shifted.

      But it had. And John had no idea what came next.

      The afternoon passed in a blur of phone calls and paperwork. He filed for unemployment online, updated his resume, and started searching job boards. Every listing seemed to require either skills he didn't have or experience in industries he'd never even known existed. Manufacturing jobs were scarce, and the ones that were listed paid half what Riverside had.

      At 3:30, the front door burst open, and Emma and Caleb tumbled in, backpacks bouncing, voices loud with the chaos of elementary school energy.

      “Dad!” Caleb skidded to a stop in the kitchen doorway, seven years old and all elbows and knees, his unruly brown hair bouncing with the sudden halt. “You're home! Are you sick?”

      “No, buddy, I'm not sick.” John forced a smile. “Just had a short day at work.”

      He felt bad about telling a white lie about being home early, but what should he say? Sorry, buddy, but your dad just lost his job, along with his ability to pay the bills, put food on the table, and keep the lights on. So he had told the lie because he did not want to admit even to himself that his family might have a lot more to worry about soon.

      A lie to spare his son from worry because kids often feel like even small problems are the end of the world. Caleb would find out soon enough; they all would. For now, for a little while longer, he could let his son believe everything was fine.

      Emma, eleven and far too perceptive for her age, studied him with her mother's brown eyes. She had Jessie's blonde hair too, pulled into a ponytail, but her features were sharper, matching the quick intelligence that never missed a thing. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything's fine, sweetheart. How was school?”

      “Fine.” She didn't look convinced, but she let it drop, heading upstairs with her backpack.

      Caleb, less concerned with adult subtleties, launched into a detailed account of the kickball game at recess. John listened with half his attention, making the appropriate sounds at the right times, while his mind raced through calculations: mortgage, utilities, groceries, car payment, insurance.

      As the numbers piled up, it felt like walls closing in, and he couldn't see a way through them.

      Jessie arrived home at 4:00, and they navigated the evening routine with forced normalcy. Dinner was spaghetti, Caleb's favorite, and the kids chattered about their day while he pushed pasta around his plate. Jessie stole glances at him, her expression a mixture of concern and something else: perhaps frustration or disappointment that he wasn't facing this challenge with more faith.

      After they finished eating, they told Emma and Caleb about the factory closing down and Emma had a look on her face that suggested that she had known it all along. Caleb seemed to be unaware of John’s earlier white lie; kids were resilient that way.

      They finished the evening routine: dinner was cleared, the kids were bathed and tucked into bed, and Emma's worried question had been met with a reassuring lie. Now, John and Jessie sat at the kitchen table once again. The house was quiet except for the constant hum of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of old wood settling.

      “We need to talk about this,” She said, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea. “Really talk about it.”

      “What's there to talk about? I lost my job. I'll find another one. End of story.”

      “John,” Jessie said, her voice patient but firm, “this isn't just about finding another job. This is about trusting God through it.”

      There it was. The thing he'd been avoiding all day. He rubbed his face with both hands. “Jess, I don't… I can't do the faith thing right now, okay? I need to focus on practical solutions.”

      “Faith is practical,” she said, her voice had that slight hint of hurt. “God is our provider, not Riverside Manufacturing. He will take care of us.”

      “Will He?” The words came out sharper than he intended. “Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like He just let two hundred people lose their livelihoods. Where was He this morning when they told us the company was closing down?”

      Jessie flinched, and he immediately regretted his tone. But he couldn't take it back, and part of him didn't want to. The anger felt better than the numbness.

      “God doesn't cause bad things to happen,” she said, her voice strained. “But He can use them for good. We just have to trust Him.”

      “You trust Him,” John said, standing up. “I’m going to update my resume.”

      He left her sitting at the table and went down to the basement, where he'd set up a small office space. The computer hummed to life, and he looked at the blank document on the screen. John Mitchell. Fifteen years of experience in manufacturing. Skills: supervision, quality control, and maintenance. It all looked so inadequate, so easily replaceable.

      He closed the document without saving it and opened a job search site instead. Two hours later, he'd applied to seventeen positions, most of which were long shots. His eyes burned from staring at the screen, and his head ached.

      Upstairs, he could hear Jessie moving around, getting ready for bed. He should go up, apologize for snapping at her, hold her, and reassure her that they would get through this together. But he couldn't bring himself to move. The basement felt safer somehow, removed from the life upstairs that he was responsible for providing: food, shelter, clothing, and more than just the basics: security, stability, and hope for a future.

      He leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. Somewhere above him, Jessie was probably praying. She prayed every night, kneeling beside their bed as she had since they got married fifteen years ago. He used to find it endearing, the way she talked to God as if He were right there in the room with her. Now, it just made him feel inadequate, like he was failing at yet another thing he was supposed to be good at.

      His voice barely rose above a whisper in the basement. “God... if you're up there, I could really use some help right now.” The words seemed to hit the ceiling and bounce back, surrounding him like fallen leaves. Of course, there had to be someone listening? He'd spent years in church pews beside Jessie, mouthing prayers, but now he wondered if he'd just been playing along all this time because challenging her faith would have meant challenging everything else, and it was just easier to go along.

      He waited, but there was no response, no sense of peace or presence, whatever it was that Jessie seemed to feel when she prayed. Just silence, the hum of the computer, and the weight of tomorrow pressing down on him.

      He turned off the computer and climbed the stairs, moving quietly so he wouldn't wake anyone. In their bedroom, Jessie was already asleep, or pretending to be. He changed into his pajamas and slid into bed beside her, careful not to touch her. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling in the darkness, wondering if God was listening.

      If He was, He wasn't saying anything back.

      The digital clock on the nightstand glowed 11:47 p.m. Then 12:03. Then 12:28. He watched the numbers change, his mind refusing to shut down, cycling through worst-case scenarios and impossible solutions. Beside him, Jessie's breathing was slow and even, peaceful in a way that John both envied and resented.

      At 1:15 a.m., he gave up on sleep and went back downstairs. He made coffee he didn't need and sat at the kitchen table in the dark, his hands wrapped around the warm mug.

      On the refrigerator, held up by a magnet shaped like a sunflower, was a drawing Emma had made in Sunday school last week. It depicted their family: four stick figures holding hands, standing in front of a house with a rainbow overhead. At the top, in Emma's careful printing: God keeps His promises.

      He studied the drawing until his vision blurred. He wanted to believe it. He longed to feel the certainty that had allowed his daughter to draw that rainbow with such confidence. But all he felt was reality pressing in, cold and unforgiving, and the terrible suspicion that if God was keeping promises, He was keeping them for someone else.

      The coffee grew cold in his hands. Outside, the March wind rattled the windows. In a few hours, the sun would rise. Mike Peterson would be out there with his lawnmower by eight, just like always. By nine, someone down the street would start up a leaf blower. The Saturday morning symphony of suburban normalcy would play on schedule, because that's what happens.

      Life continues. The world keeps spinning. Day and night. Over and over again.

      Nobody cared that John Mitchell had lost everything today. The Harrisons across the street didn't know. Mike Peterson didn't know. Even if they did, what difference would it make?

      They'd offer sympathy, maybe, shake their heads, and say how terrible it was. Then they'd return to mowing their lawns and loading their kids into minivans, back to their safe, predictable, spinning lives, while his had come to a complete halt. Their lives were still running smoothly, still turning, moving along like clockwork. They'd execute their plans, mow the lawn on Saturday mornings, complain about traffic on the way to work, and argue over what to have for dinner. All the mundane, ordinary things that now seemed like a distant dream, luxuries he'd taken for granted. They had the comfort of routine, of knowing what tomorrow looked like. John didn't even know what the next day might bring.

      He knew how the world worked. The bills wouldn't stop coming. The mortgage wouldn't pause out of compassion. Two hundred people had been discarded today like broken machinery, and the world had already moved on.

      He clenched his fists, frustrated with himself. Since when had he given up before even trying? Since when had John Aron Mitchell allowed one catastrophic day to define him? Sitting here in the dark, defeated and hollow, he felt like less of a man than the one who had walked into that parking lot this morning. But what disturbed him more than his defeat was his reaction to Jessie's faith. She had been so certain, so confident that God would provide. And he had felt… nothing. Not comfort, not hope. Just emptiness.

      When had that happened?

      He'd gone to church almost every Sunday for as long as he could remember, stood beside Jessie during worship, and taught Caleb and Emma to pray before bed. But now, facing the first real crisis of his adult life, he realized he had nothing to draw on. No reserves of faith to carry him through. Had it always been this way? Had he simply been going through the motions all these years, attending services for Jessie, teaching prayers for the kids, but never truly believing any of it himself?

      The thought was more unsettling than the layoff. At least losing his job was something done to him. This faithlessness, if that's what it was, had been his choice all along.

      Another thought came to him without really meaning to think about it. Was he angry at God? Or was God angry at him? The question felt foolish the moment the thought had formed, then guilt rushed in behind it. He shouldn't be thinking this way. Staring at the ceiling in the darkened room, he willed himself to stop going in circles, and somewhere between the guilt and the exhaustion, sleep overtook him.
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