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JACK THOUGHT, I NEED A JOB.

He didn't think this because he and Amanda needed the money (although it wouldn't hurt).  Nor did he think it because for the first time in five years he felt he wasn't contributing (although he did feel that way).

He thought it because here he was at twelve-thirty in the afternoon on a Tuesday, standing outside his son's bedroom door, listening to make sure Max was asleep, and Jack couldn't think of a damn thing he should be doing otherwise.  The laundry was done.  The dishes were washed.  The trash was changed.

And it's only Tuesday, he thought.

The other side of the door was quiet, and he decided Max was out for the next few hours.

I need a job, he thought again.

Maybe I need to vacuum.  No, Max is asleep.

Well, he had to do something.  He wasn't going to stand outside the bedroom door all day.

Halfway down the stairs, he stopped.  Listening.  He cocked his head, frowned, thought What the hell is that?

From somewhere in the house, something hummed through the walls.  It came in waves, like a metal heartbeat.

WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU.

The dryer?  No, the laundry was done.  At least, he thought it was.  Maybe he'd forgotten a last load.  But a check of the dryer proved it to be empty.  So what was that hum?

He stood up, listened again, but it was gone now.

Maybe a truck had gone by, something with big bass speakers so deep all you could hear was the thump.  Yeah, maybe.

Whatever it was is gone now.

Right, he agreed.  No point losing sleep over it.  He had other things to do.

(Not really, he thought.  But I'm sure I can find something.)

Like a job.  After checking his email, he went to the local newspaper's site and checked the want ads.

"Too bad I'm neither a truck driver nor a CNA," he mumbled as he scanned down the list.  There were a dozen ads for temporary services around town, but Jack had been on one of those lists for two weeks and, so far, had been offered nothing.

It wasn't that he didn't enjoy the rest after so many years working all the time.  And it wasn't that he really wanted to get out and start a whole new job from scratch, either.  But he felt so useless around the house.  He cleaned and took care of Max, just like Amanda had done when she wasn't working and Jack was, but this was different.

Why? he wondered.  What makes it different?

Because for so many years, Jack was the one who supported his family.  To have all that taken away and be put into this situation where Jack contributed squat other than clean dishes and an empty trash can . . . it felt wrong.

He needed to be doing something.

Jack shut off the computer and went to make another pot of coffee.

In the kitchen he heard that noise again.

WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU.

Then something rumbled under his feet, like someone rolling something big and heavy across the basement.

He looked out the window to see if that truck was coming again, but the street was empty.

Of course it is, he thought.  The street's empty 'cause everyone's at work.  'Cept me.

So what's that noise?  Max?

He started the coffee and went up the stairs, careful of the one that creaked near the top.  He stopped outside the bedroom and peered through the keyhole.  Max's head lay turned toward him, eyes closed, face the peaceful innocence of a sleeping child.

Okay, it wasn't Max.

Maybe he'd only thought he heard something.

No, because he'd felt the rumbling under him.  Something had moved and when it did, it shook through the floor in the kitchen.

And that other sound, the "heartbeat".

You know what? he thought.  You're not hearing things.  Nothing that's not always there anyway.  Today the house is silent and all the stuff that's normally there, you're just hearing finally.  It's the central air kicking on or the refrigerator.  It's sounds houses make, nothing else.

Yeah, maybe.  Probably.

He didn't know, he was only getting used to being home all day.

Maybe if he had a hobby.  No, a hobby would only distract him long enough to make him stop feeling guilty about unemployment.  Eventually he'd stop feeling useless and worrying about a job and he'd let Amanda support him forever.  She could do it on what she made, but they'd be a lot better off with two paychecks.

She's the one who told you to quit, a voice spoke up in his head.

And it was right, she had.  But only because he hated driving forty-five minutes to and from, and he hated not knowing if he was going in for a ten-, twelve-, or more-hour shift.  All he did when he was home was complain about never seeing his family.  So she said it one day.  "We'll be fine, really.  For a while anyway.  Just quit."

So why should he feel guilty now when it was her idea in the first place?

You don't really feel bad because you don't have a job, do you? the other voice asked.

He thought about it and realized, no, it wasn't that.  It was because he didn't want a job.  That was where the guilt lay, his indifference.  If it wasn't for the nagging urge at the base of his skull to get a job and support his family, Jack thought he could stay home all day every day for a very long time.

But not if that fucking noise didn't stop.  What the hell was that!?

WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU.

It was stronger, louder, like it was gaining momentum.

WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU.

And then, just under that, he heard something else.

HHHHSSSSSSSHHHHHH HHHHSSSSSSSHHHHHH.

Jack cocked his head, held his breath, listened.

WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU WWWHHHUUU.

HHHHSSSSSSSHHHHHH HHHHSSSSSSSHHHHHH.

It was going to drive him crazy if he didn't at least find out what it was.

He leaned forward, trying to follow the sound, and he caught it a bit louder near the hall by the stairs.  He went out there and knelt down, feeling slight vibrations in the floor.  It tickled his knees and hands when he touched the wood.

Jack put his ear to the wall and wondered what could make those noises.  They sounded familiar, but not very.  Like he'd heard variations of them before but couldn't place them.

He listened, concentrated, thought.

When he realized he felt the wall pressing out toward his face, then pulling back, and pressing out again, he thought he'd lost his mind.  He skittered away from the wall, pressed his back against the stairs, and stared at it.

It moved back and forth, and he thought, What is that?  Breathing??

No.  That wasn't possible.  Because Max was asleep upstairs and in a sane world where his beautiful son could sleep without fear of monsters, walls didn't breathe.

Something thumped below him again.

Jack got up and ran for the basement stairs.  He threw the door open, flipped on the light, and tried to leap down the stairs without falling or cracking his head on the overhang.

The basement walls were concrete block and Jack saw what that thumping had been.  Dozens of blocks lie scattered around the floor, some broken in the fall, some shattered against the opposite wall, white chalk dust marking the impact.

"The fuck is this?" Jack said.
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