
Mesmo 

The Are You as Smart as a Grade Schooler?! audience wasn’t watching. The audience 

never watched the actual show anymore. They only watched the freckled little ten-year-old 

named Mesmo. Some held signs. Some brought their old and their sick and their prayers. Mesmo 

sat serenely at his desk, levitating a little, radiating the glittery powder blue aura Mesmo 

wouldn’t, no matter how many times Fox Jefferson begged him, stop radiating.  

Fox quipped. Fox capered. The neon red “CHEER NOW” signs flashed their one 

command. But the audience wasn’t watching. Not even the kids on stage were watching. They 

were supposed to laugh at Fox’s jokes, to show he was the Cool Teacher. But ever since Mesmo 

had joined the “class” and the kids had all gotten that dumb, enraptured look on their faces like 

they’d just seen a baby panda cuddling a kitten, Fox’s antics had become less and less effective, 

more and more desperate. At least no one seemed to notice. 

Just a few weeks ago the kids on the show used to act like kids. When Fox puffed his 

cheeks and contorted his salt-and-pepper eyebrows into his Comedian Face, everyone would 

laugh. When the interns came around with juice boxes, the kids wanted juice boxes. Mesmo, too, 

would take a juice box, turning it over in his pink hands, studying its corners, its bright cartoon 

apples and grapes. Then Mesmo would blink twice and the juice box would warp and twist 

impossibly before contracting to an infinitesimal point and vanishing altogether. Ahhh, Mesmo 

would say, looking around for more juice boxes. Now the kids line up to offer theirs. 

Tonight’s contestant was Brad Something, who at first glance seemed like the kind of 

guy who’d go on TV wearing a thousand-dollar suit in need of tailoring. Fox checked his too-

long sleeves and smirked. Some things, at least, went on as always. “Alright Brad, time to 

choose,” Fox said, like a game show host who still believed in free will. “Who would you like to 



pick as your classmate? This is a big decision, Brad, because the student you choose will be able 

to help you answer one question . . .” 

Fox willed the other kids to wiggle and wave, to yell me me me! Instead they watched 

Mesmo bluely radiate, and from time to time wept tears of unalloyed joy. Brad chose, of course, 

Mesmo, who floated to the podium, calm as a precious stone.  

The lights danced over the audience, the canned orchestra swelled, and Fox strutted to 

center stage. Mesmo or no Mesmo, this was the part Fox loved most, the moment just before it 

really started, when anything could happen. “Here we go Brad! Your first question is—” 

Cincinnati, Fox heard in his mind, as they all heard in their minds. 

“Cincinnati,” said Brad. His winnings flashed on the screen, $1,000.  

Quarks. Geodes. The War of 1812. Mesmo glowed brighter, his golden curls blown by 

inexplicable winds. Brad’s score went up and up.  

This was bad TV, Fox knew. Bad TV had been made flesh, and bad TV was a 

bucktoothed little doofus with freckles, whose parents (did he have parents?) dressed him in 

sweater vests, and who could, admittedly, levitate. “Now Brad, let me ask you something.” Fox 

scrutinized the man and frowned, raised on eyebrow, shook his head, every trick he knew to raise 

suspense. “Why is it—” 

“Because we experience time as a line, Mr. Jefferson,” Brad said in a young boy’s 

soprano, “the same way a moth experiences a lightbulb as the moon. But we know the lightbulb 

is not the moon. Do you see, Mr. Jefferson?”  

Midway down Row 10, a guy who’d come in on crutches was dancing atop his seat. An 

old woman’s dead cat sprang from its shoebox coffin and purred from leg to leg.  

Rhizomes. Greenland. Brad’s total ticked up to its sixth figure.  



They had reached the Final Question. “Alright Brad, this is it! You can walk away now 

with five hundred thousand dollars,” Fox leaned forward, gripped the edge of his podium, “or 

you can risk it all…”  

Mesmo was hovering three yards above the stage now, arms open in a gesture of 

bountiful peace. He was almost blinding. Brad’s ill-fitting suit too was bursting with rays of holy 

light. Brad’s mouth opened not to words but to a sound like all the glass on earth singing in 

unison.  

Deep in his body, in some layer of himself beneath the Hollywood, Fox heard—felt—

Mesmo’s call, as they all felt Mesmo’s call: Follow me, friends. There is nothing to fear. All of 

you have won. Classmates and Brad and live studio audience alike began to float, to hum and 

glow until their bodies were things of pure light. A white flash, the glassy song crescendoing to a 

tsunami of celestial gongs, then nothing. When the seared space in his vision began to shrink and 

the world’s shapes resolved themselves, Fox raised his downcast eyes to scan the studio. But he 

already knew he was alone. The seats held only clothes emptied of bodies. Where Mesmo had 

been, a powder blue crystalline egg thrummed.  

Fox ran backstage, through the empty dressing rooms, out to the empty hall, out to the 

empty lot, calling out at first, then screaming, then cackling, then silent. He sat crosslegged in the 

street among the empty cars, looked up and down to each horizon, and laid his head down on the 

warm asphalt. 

 

The sun was beginning to dip below the tree line when Fox awoke, and still no one had 

come. The audience, the classmates, the viewers at home, everyone must be somewhere else 



now, something else. Fox grunted to his feet, cracked his stiff back, and ambled toward the 

studio. He’d never be in a hurry again.  

Inside, Mesmo’s egg had grown three times its size and now gave off a thin, power 

station whine. The “CHEER NOW” signs were still lit up, and they filled the studio with an 

incubator’s warm, dim redness. Fox wrapped the egg in Brad’s empty suit for warmth, tucked the 

bundle safe beneath his podium. He didn’t know what else to do, and it’s what the folks at home 

would have wanted. 


