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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


SUBLIMINAL MESSIAH


Subliminal Messiah is a hypnotic black comedy wrapped in a surreal vision quest dipped in the grotesque. A story of love and destiny, hope and fear, Jacques has created a modern day Don Quixote in Ezekiel Downs, and surrounded him with a cast of misfits and delinquents.


Richard Thomas, Staring Into the Abyss


Continuing to cough up his superb prose with pace, Jacques here kicks hard on the accelerator to unveil a stripped-back literary fiction in a polished up hot rod—featuring a desperate man named Ezekiel pinned to the wheel, odds against him, cruising in search of a saviour.


Andrez Bergen, One Hundred Years of Vicissitude


Anthony David Jacques takes the clairvoyant anti-hero trope and brings it to the world of barhopping, horserace-gambling vagabonds. Jacques has created a story that unabashedly praises nihilism without devolving into simple cynicism; he is an author who is not afraid to let his characters discuss death in a way that lacks the romanticized baggage of much contemporary storytelling. Subliminal Messiah’s Ezekiel, the unlucky psychic, is Fight Club’s unnamed narrator; each living in a perpetual mental haze which readers will eagerly navigate to the final page.


Caleb J. Ross, Stranger Will
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0:


A light swings above my head, slowly arcing into an oval that grows smaller and smaller the way you’d imagine a star collapsing into a black hole. Shadows creep around eight square feet of concrete, my garden-level worm’s-eye view of the world. And to think, I’ve been sleeping a good six feet under the last couple years already. Irony is knowing that tomorrow I can’t be any more dead than I am right now. The main difference is breathing.


Memories move with the ebb and flow of the darkness, hide the moment you need them, shy away like ghosts from the light. I’ve never put so much effort into remembering the past until tonight. Can’t help but wonder where I went wrong. Every time the light stops swinging I pull the switch off and savor the flash of blindness, uncertainty.


Pull the light on and pick up a pen.


Everything is now.


This thought crowds my mind with relentless urgency, pushes everything else away and I can’t sleep and I can’t dream and still this girl dances on the edges of my consciousness while I sit staring at an almost blank page. Our fateful encounter, chatting innocently over coffee before every element of our little dream world comes loose and everything fades to white, and then I wake up, one day closer to today.


My face tingles, half from bruises and half from the coffee grounds stuffed into my lower lip like a plug of tobacco. Hardly able to hold steady enough to write, the side of my hand leaves little toe-less footprints that get lighter and lighter as the grated flesh begins to clot, and right now I’ve got to fill in the gaps. With so many notebooks missing, I’ve got to connect the pieces here and now to make it coherent if for no other reason, to finally finish something.


By now I realize writing things down hasn’t done me any good, so I suppose I’ve done this for you. So, for what it’s worth, you’re welcome. Welcome to the end of my life, because the truth is I messed up. I got it wrong. I brought this on myself, and through it all I end up feeling blindsided.


If you’re reading this, odds are I’m dead, and I know a lot about odds. I’m a ninety-nine to one underdog at best. But, if what you’re reading happens to be printed, if it’s set in tenor twelve-point Times New Roman or Arial, Courier New or Helvetica instead of chicken scratch in a red spiral notebook, then at least I got it done. It wouldn’t be worth publishing without an ending, so if this is more than just a stack of college-ruled paper then at least I finally finished something I started. I haven’t totally died in vain.


If you’re reading this now, it’s probably been edited for grammar, punctuation, maybe content. It’s probably been streamlined to make a good story arc, but it’s all true, and if I’m lucky I’ll get it all out before my pacing shadow wears a hole in the thinning carpet and I fall into the big black hole of fading memories. And somehow I can’t even think where to start. Nine years; I had everything laid out for me and it’s come down to this.


Right now, in this actual moment of real tangible time, I can’t tell you how this is going to end. All I can tell you is how I got here, hunched over another notebook, scribbling out my life and unable to trust anyone with it.


And then there’s Mona. Mona. Mona. Her name is a mantra deep inside my chest. She’s out there right now, Mona, and Eddie, and even my deadbeat, bankrupt millionaire of a father. It’s about to turn from really late into awfully early, so they’re likely sleeping, dreaming away the previous day, all sailing toward the inevitable. But here I sit, face to face, once again, with my inability to change anything.






Now I am somewhere I am not supposed to be


And I can see things I know I really shouldn’t see










PART I









And now I know why, and now I know why


Things aren’t as pretty on the inside
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I’ll start with people I hate. Allison tops that list because she’s just given herself a clever new nickname, Lissa. She’s been at this as long as I’ve known her, replacing names almost as often as boyfriends, which is an easy transition to spot.


Nobody here ever meets the guys she dates, but it’s easy to tell what they’re like. For the last one, Ally (her previous nom du jour) became a European post-punk fashion spread. She knew nothing about The Dead Kennedys or The Clash, but she found her way into a whole new wardrobe of brand new purple or black jeans with ripped knees and stress marks, a leather jacket covered in rock-band-esque patches, weathered black boots and a metal studded belt. This is how a fashion house re-invents the dark side of the eighties and sells it for eight hundred bucks an outfit.


She’s half the reason I stopped wearing my ages-old ripped jeans and leather jacket, because I know all about guilt-by-associ-ation and we worked the same shifts an awful lot. I held on to my concert shirts like any other audiophile, but tossed that studded leather belt into the trash. It was half duct-taped together anyway.


Then something must have happened. About a month ago she dyed her hair back to a normal shade, stopped going by Ally, ditched the jeans and boots in favor of her typical club-hopper look and started bouncing around the coffee shop with her heaving cleavage screaming, “Hey, boys, I’m back on the market.”


Last week it began again with the research: Aerosmith, The Stones, The Doors, The Who. I’d be happy for anyone else going through this kind of renaissance with classic rock, but for Allison (ahem, Lissa) it means she’s found a new victim.


Now she’s shown up to work squeezed into a Led Zeppelin baby doll and cut-off jean shorts, and her hair says she hasn’t been home at all the night before. She pulls out a stack of CDs and begins shuffling through them while I get the shop ready.


“I love all the pictures on the album covers. They’re so weird, and all the bright colors are so…oh dammit, I got ripped off. This one’s blank.” She holds it up, but I know it without looking.


“White Album. Beatles.” I mean, who doesn’t know that?


“Oh yeah. Weird, you totally read my mind.”


“And it was just as blank.”


“Huh?”


“Just put something in.”


“Whatever.”


By the time our OPEN sign flickers on she’s skipped her way through a dozen albums. I’m trying to take orders when the music pauses and she asks what ‘In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida’ means, but the opening chords rumble out of the speakers before I can answer and now she’s bobbing her head, smacking her gum, wiggling around likes it’s some sort of Iron Butterfly meets Madonna dance remix.


This old man turns rash red trying to make himself audible over the stereo and I finally grab the remote from her and start clicking away at the volume right in time to hear the bell ring on the shop’s door.


“A bit loud, don’t you think?”


David. He’s easy to hate, because no matter how cool someone is outside of work, everyone learns to hate the man who signs their paycheck.


David owns Gallagher’s, a “friendly, neighborhood coffee shop tucked snugly into the first floor of a multi-unit apartment building in the heart of downtown Minneapolis“, according to the Pioneer Press. More like stuck directly in the cross hairs of a T-intersection. What the reviews never mention is that the afternoon sun fills the entire shop with blinding light. If you think David would spend one dime on window shades, you think too highly of the man.


But Gallagher’s is a bit of an oasis nonetheless. It’s a couple blocks east of a tiny university, a couple blocks south of the stadium, a good six blocks north of the bad part of town. In business terms, this means you’ve got college kids to carry your profit margin through the school year, sporadic bursts of business from sports fans, and an abundance of Somalis (Minneapolis, for some reason, has an enormous Somali population) who live right upstairs and all around and happen to love coffee. And look, there’s a tiny slice of grass and trees right across the street.


I work the early shift because I roast the coffee. David paid to have ‘Roasted Fresh Every Morning’ as our official slogan because that’s what we do. Halfway up the butt crack of dawn I pull myself out of bed to get the day’s roast going. I take the green coffee beans from these fifty-pound bags labeled Guatemala, Peru, Tanzanian Pea Berry and Sumatra; I transform them into Full City Roast, Vienna Roast, French Roast or Espresso.


And I mean early. I haven’t physically seen a sunrise in over a year. When the sun does come up, it blinds me along with a few unlucky patrons for about ten minutes as it reflects off the zillion-faceted steel, glass and concrete monstrosity of skyline we call Minneapolis. The Pioneer Press review doesn’t mention that either. The blinding light crashes in through the floor-to-ceiling window as I stand hostage in front of the roaster, but it’s all worth it.


If I know one thing, it’s that my mystery girl loves coffee, and that’s why I work here. I’ve learned everything there is to know about coffee, because you have to start somewhere.


And now, the clock reads eight-fourteen in the AM and my break is almost over. The clock says, It’s already another fourteen minutes closer to the end, so thanks for sharing but you should get back to work before Allison/Ally/Elise/Lissa breaks all the mugs.


I rub the exhaustion from my face and head to the front of the shop, where everything is still warm from the morning’s roast, and pour myself a warm cup of Tanzania.


“I chipped another nail, dammit.” She doesn’t even look at me when she talks. “These aren’t cheap. Oh, and another mug bit the dust. You should finish the dishes while I count the tips, cool?”





2:


A collection of thrift-store-reject furniture huddles around an enormous seventies-style television. You know the type; shaped like a bulky end table with a door that closes over the screen and a six-button remote the size of a brick. Top of the line, twenty-five years ago.


Odd colors splash sporadically against the opposing wall, silhouetting a man as he dozes on an uneven love seat. Every few minutes he rustles half-awake and by second-nature flips to the next channel.


—right folks! There’s only a few of these incredible Wonder-Matic blenders left. Boy I don’t think these will last another—


The room has the tepid reek of a stale refrigerator left open for a week inside a smoky laundromat. Empty cans of Tab and Diet Pepsi are scattered around plastic cafeteria-style plates to which several weeks of leftovers are fossilized. He wakes, stirs, and flips to the next channel.


—Holy cow, Bob! Look at the size of that catfish. Man, that’ll be good eats! Tell you what, these new wiggly-jigs—


From the looks of things inside, the smell, you’d think this family was on the skids, ready to crumble under the pressure of both parents working a handful of part-time jobs, juggling food stamps and welfare, hardly able to afford school supplies.


This man, swaddled unconscious in ragged sweat pants and an over-stretched wife-beater, sunken into the decrepit couch; this was the same man who neighbors saw power-washing his driveway every other weekend. Driving his lovely wife and rambunctious kids to church every Sunday. Neighbors had no suspicion of the self-imposed squalor we endured just inside those walls. Dad, another person I’ve never liked, he rustles, flips to the next channel.


—use some hunter green now, and put a lovely little birch tree right there, peeking out of the fog. A happy birch tree—


The house is large without looking imposing, roomy enough for the average family. Newly remodeled, fresh paint, the picket fence white and clean; the lawn, a deep Kentucky bluish-green and landscaping that bordered on being called manicured, yet simple and neat. Two impressively clean, liquid shiny late-model cars sit in the drive, and even the planter around the mailbox is just right. It’s all part of the illusion.


He gurgles, snorts, flips to the next channel.


—OK! No credit? OK! Bankruptcy? OK! Divorce? OK! Call now for your pre-approved loan! Don’t let your creditors keep hassling—


Anyone who saw this man mowing his yard or trimming the hedgerow along the drive would think of him as kind and hardworking, habitual and disciplined, a family man. They would assume they only ever saw him in baggy sweat pants because that’s what he wore for yard work. They’d figure he had at least a half-dozen suits inside a roomy walk-in closet tucked away between the master bedroom and a spacious bath.


Oh, he had the suits. It was more a question of how often he wore them. He didn’t have an office to go to five days a week like a normal person. No desk, no salary, not even a clock to punch. The suits, they were his Sunday best.


The hand holding the remote jolts and the TV flips to the NASA Channel, the room now bathed in the soft glow of a pale blue dot against a stark black background speckled with stars. The bottom corner of the screen says Live Feed. The only sound is the cathode ray tube in the back of the TV set, that annoying pitch right at the top of the human auditory range.


Neighbors assumed that since they never actually saw him going to work he must be an early riser. He must get home late. His boys were building a fort in the back yard and his wife took care of a small garden and tended the flowers. Neighbors had no idea this was his second wife. No idea that the boys were only half-brothers that hated this thin candy-shell of a life.


Outside, it was a postcard for the American dream. Inside, smoke from the man’s last cigarette hung bluish grey in the air, swirling, threatening me for staying up past my bedtime, but I have trouble sleeping. As usual, I’m peeking around the corner of the hall, watching the channels change over my father’s shoulder. This has become a ritual, counting up through the infomercials and the public television, waiting for Joanne to get home.


He rustles. Flips again.


—Static; a face, eyes closed, a bottle of something, more static, a shower head, a bare foot, a house in the dark, lighted window, more static, a breast, hands over a screaming mouth, then static…


I couldn’t sleep because every time I did all I dreamed were flashes of human suffering and chaos. Night after night I was afraid to close my eyes and since Dad was the fatherly equivalent of an appendix—seemingly useless with the small possibility that he could self-destruct at any moment and take all of us out with him—that meant I had to wait for my step-mom to get home, which would be late. PTA meetings and other school stuff, she said.


This was back before any real counseling, before briefly attempting to try this or that support group or anything like that. Back when I would still zone out in the middle of class or during dinner for a couple seconds while being bombarded with a torrent of silent images. Third grade is when the first episode took place.


It felt like hours to me, but people would say it looked like I had been stunned one moment, like I had suddenly frozen in place, and the next moment I’d slump over.


In that flash of an instant I’d watch buildings burn and cars crash, limbs and faces distort and things worse than death, and always at the end, ready to usher me back to reality was this woman, the one constant in my life.


Long dark hair, straight and smooth and infinite, beyond which there was a light that moved in calming waves, pushing me back to the present. Her lips moved as her eyes held mine and even though I could hear nothing I knew she was speaking to me, and not talking down to a third grader with attention problems or meager people skills. She was speaking to something deep within. Then fade to white and I’d rocket back to reality in time to feel the ache of having just hit the ground. I’d come to, completely disoriented, lying somewhere surrounded by concerned onlookers or classmates.


About two weeks into the third grade, I had my first vision. I came to on the playgroud, covered in vomit. Lost and scared and confused. My teacher thought it was a seizure, and they became common for a while. Sometimes I would wake up having wet myself, or maybe I’d cut my head open on a desk on the way down.


“He’s just having another seizure, God dammit,” she’d say.


The school nurse concurred. “Loss of bowel control. Dilated pupils. Disorientation. A classic seizure.”


They’d say, “Let’s get you cleaned up.”


In those moments, those flashes when I’d rip through the seams of time and everything went silent, well, for a nine-year-old that’s a pretty crazy thing to wrap your head around. Without the woman there at the end, I may have lost my mind.


That first time, I watched over and over as this kid fell from the school’s aging jungle gym, a maze of metal bars and wooden supports. Bolts sticking out everywhere, splinters in search of loose clothing or exposed skin. Looking back, it was a lawsuit waiting to happen.


I watched him fall maybe six or eight feet from the top, the part you weren’t really supposed to climb on, he slipped and took a swan dive headlong towards the pavement. This was before playgrounds used that rubbery stuff to cover the ground. There weren’t even wood chips or gravel to look forward to as he sailed toward the unforgiving blacktop.


He caught himself with his hands and his right arm broke, both bones in his forearm stabbed out through his skin past either side of his elbow and then whack, his face met the asphalt. For a moment he lay there with his arm skin folded up like an accordion, eyes squeezed shut. Then he began flopping around on the ground, mouth gaping, his right cheekbone collapsed and hollow. His eyes shot wide open, clouding and distant, like a stunned fish out of water. All in complete and total silence.


And then it happened again. He fell, his arm split, the flesh cinched up, his face half-collapsed and he writhed, flopping his useless arm around. Over and over, an instant replay like all the reality shows they have now, home videos of terrible accidents and personal injuries, car crashes and people catching fire.


When I came back to reality, the change of setting from the playground back into the classroom, from future to present, was so sudden I couldn’t help but vomit. I ended up soaked in my own half-digested breakfast before I had the presence of mind to try and stand. Kids all huddled around me, shrieking, and my third-grade teacher jiggled over impatiently asking, “What now?”


Mrs. Fiore. Now here’s someone I flat out hated. Everyone called her Mrs. Fury for two very good reasons. First, no third-grader could pronounce Fiore in proper Italian. Second, and much more importantly, she had a mammoth temper and the maternal instinct of a black widow. Mrs. Fury. The name fit.


After a couple of these, she suggested (to anyone she felt like complaining to) that really, I ought to bring a change of clothes in my backpack and look into controlling my episodes with medication. The school nurse concurred.


For the next few months the episodes were intense, day or night, at home or at school. If it didn’t happen while I was awake I was afraid to fall asleep, and if I slept well a couple nights in a row, I knew I was due. One way or another, it would come.


Kids would say, “Hey, look at me,” and then they’d flop themselves down. In the lunchroom they’d get a mouthful of milk and spew it out dramatically, shouting, “Hey, I’m Ezekiel.”


Bleeeeccchhh.


They’d chant, “Ezekiel Downs falls down.” This went on for weeks, and Mrs. Fiore only stepped in when she was done covering her own laughter.
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Right before Halloween everything changed. That kid really did fall. I stood there and watched him as his arm split like a piece of firewood, only this time, right after his cheek collapsed and his grand-canyon mouth ripped open, this shrill, prepubescent scream enveloped me as it echoed off the walls of the school and the playground. The chill of October faded. My hair stood on end and I began to sweat little beads of ice.


Just then, my arms tensed for the fall, but it never happened; I was awake. In that moment of real tangible time I knew the kid’s parents were going to win their lawsuit, even though I hardly knew what a lawsuit was. I could see the headlines as they sued the school district for what their lawyer called ‘abhorrently unsafe playground equipment’. This lawsuit would spark years of playground equipment reform.


That was the first day I started journaling. That was the first day I realized the future had no sound. By now I figure it’s something like how a blind man often has a great sense of hearing or smell. By losing one sense the others tend to get stronger. With these visions, all I ever get is the sight part, no sound or touch or smell or anything. Since I only get one of the five senses, it’s overwhelming. It makes real life seem fake and boring; like a bad sitcom where you see every punchline a mile away.


I see all the minute details, though at first I couldn’t make sense of most of them. I watched that kid’s arm break, for real, and then I saw it all healed up and how his bones had to be bolted together and he can’t rotate his arm but the scar really turned out nicely, or so everyone tells him. Will tell him. I can’t always be sure of things like ‘when’. Then at some point he’s older and he’s got a tattoo around the scar, to prove that he’s conquered pain. He plays bass in a band and he drives a Camaro with flames. Doctors rebuilt his cheekbone but he’ll always have scars, and when he’s older he tells people he earned them as a boxer, a bullfighter, a stunt man; he gets a laugh and hopes they look past it.


Getting people to look past my difficulties, however, was a tall order because at age nine it’s not exactly cool to pass out and soil your pants on a somewhat regular basis. It wasn’t much of a stretch for kids to think I was retarded or crazy. But when that kid really fell, my outlook on life changed. I grew up pretty damn fast that year.


I grabbed a red spiral notebook and made my first journal entry about how his arm would heal and how his parents would sue and how I wasn’t sure who I should tell about all this. When more dreams came, I recorded them in my best nine-year-old handwriting because I wasn’t sure what else to do. I was watching pain and misery, and sometimes these dreams were of people’s final moments on God’s green earth. Now, at eighteen going on dead, it seems pretty clear that was my midlife crisis.


But then there’s Mona, my music-loving, coffee-drinking, chess-playing muse. She’s always been there to guide me back to the present. At the end of every vision I’ve ever had, I’ve caught at least a glimpse of Mona. With her I felt an immediate sense of trust. It was effortless. The only other woman I ever tried to trust with all this was Joanne.


I stood for hours watching the late, late, late whatever show over my father’s shoulder, night after night, waiting for my step-mom to finally get home and sing me to sleep, hoping she could somehow hold off these nightmares if only for a few minutes. Every night I hoped to muster the courage to show her my little red spiral notebook, and every night I was content to cry silently on her shoulder.


I needed so bad to make sure at least one person knew I wasn’t crazy. Most nights I went to bed when the static became too much to bear, until one night I dreamed of fire and I knew I was going to be alone soon.
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