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 Grandma sits beneath a willow, her skirt blending with the branches. Ferns tremble at her 

feet. Leaves flutter onto her lap, and she arranges them in her braid, white as the swan floating 

near our dock. 

 “Hiding,” she says. “From the Demon.”  

Dry grasses rustle as I scoot closer. Grandma raises a finger to her lips, shushing me into 

silence, and arranges twigs along her shoulders like armor. Her mouth opens but nothing comes 

out. She stares at me, the Demon riding across her eyes, and rubs a leaf against her cheek.  

Mom won’t like the camouflage. She’ll tell me later, after we’ve weeded Grandma of the 

vegetation, that I must be more attentive, not humor Grandma.  

Dementia, the doctor calls it. 

 But Grandma translates his diagnosis into, “the Demon inches.” Her brain, she claims, is 

the Demon’s pathway, an endless feast. I’m too old to believe in spooky mumbo-jumbo, but 

Grandma has never lied to me. This doctor, however, I’m not so sure about.  

 “Hello, Miss, root beer float, please,” Grandma now says.  

I nod, but I’m already fading into the background, becoming invisible to her.  

“Where is that boy anyway?” she adds, the Demon twisting through her brain, knotting it 

as tight as the Queen Anne’s lace balled into fists around us.  

 “Where is he?” Grandma wraps her arms around herself and rocks back and forth.  

 “Shhhh.” I take her hand.  Grandma sighs and pats my head as I rest it in her lap, 

disturbing the leaves and ferns. The Demon seems to fear my touch, and I sense it tiptoeing 



away, to where it hides inside Grandma. We share this, the Demon and I, an endless watching 

and waiting. 

 “The Demon preys on the old, taking over our brains inch by inch,” Grandma said back 

when her thoughts walked a trail I could follow. “We’re weak, easy to control. It practices on old 

Grandmas like me but someday it might come for you.” She pointed a shaky finger at me, spittle 

gathering in the corners of her mouth, and cackled like some fairy-tale hag. 

Mom didn’t buy the Demon explanation. She went on and on about doctors and 

prescriptions, hoping Grandma could live with us for a long time and that she wouldn’t start 

wandering off and have to move into a nursing home and blah, blah, blah. I quit listening. I’d 

never allow Grandma to be taken from me.  

 “Dinner’s ready,” Mom yells from the house. I help Grandma to her feet, ferns and leaves 

cascading around us.  

“Is my float ready yet?” she asks in a baby voice, swinging my hand.  

 “It’s in the kitchen.” I steer her to the steps. Despite her talk about root beer, Grandma no 

longer cares about food, and I have to make sure she eats, keeping her strong to fight the Demon.  

 Mom’s dressed for work, so rushed she doesn’t notice the weeds poking out of 

Grandma’s hair. Her heels clickety-clack across the tiles, and she smears lipstick over her mouth, 

patting hair into place.  

 Tomato soup simmers on the stove; chunks of cheddar cheese sit on a cutting board. 

Apple sauce waits in bowls. Mom waves at the food. She’s late and out the door. No need tell me 

to watch Grandma—it goes without saying.  

And no time to pester me with her worries:  

“Don’t you want to play soccer?”  



“Go out with friends?”  

“You really need a haircut.”  

“Honey, you don’t have to spend all your time with Grandma.”  

I always shrug away her concerns. Mon doesn’t understand I’m now a warrior.  

 Grandma and I sit side-by-side at the table, our arms touching. She doodles with the soup 

and writes spidery messages on her placemat with the apple sauce. I spoon the food into her 

mouth, murmuring about how yummy it tastes.  

Sunlight, screaming through the windows, glints off a knife blade lying on the cutting 

board. Grandma, breathing heavy, scoots back from the table. She leans against the chair. I jump 

to my feet. The Demon’s on the move, inching forward. 

 “Cut it out,” she says. 

“What do you mean?” 

 Grandma, moving faster than she has in years, scrambles to the cutting board. I’m 

quicker and grab the knife as Grandma reaches for it. Her fingernails dig into my wrist.  

“Cut it out,” Grandma hisses, again the crone from a fairy-tale nightmare. 

The red nails, ridiculous on Grandma’s gnarled hands, the result of an afternoon spent at 

adult day care, cling to my arm. I almost laugh. I’m fighting, actually fighting, with Grandma but 

her strength surprises me. She grips my hand, pulling the knife closer to her temple.  

“It’s the only way,” she says, so clear, so practical, like the schoolteacher she once was. 

“Take it out, kill it.”  

 It’s the Demon speaking, has to be, trying to trick me into hurting Grandma. Yet a part of 

me considers the request.  



A smile dances across Grandma’s lips. Her pupils are huge, black as the lake on a 

moonless night. I wrap an arm around Grandma’s shoulders. The knife trembles between us, 

cutting an invisible wedge but not slicing us apart.  

Grandma relaxes as I give her a one-armed hug. The knife clatters to the floor. Grandma 

rests her head on my shoulder. Tears moisten my neck, and I’m not sure if they’re mine or 

Grandma’s.  

The sun settles itself lower in the sky. Gray velvet covers the forest, and jagged shadows 

lengthen on the walls. Grandma and I, in unspoken agreement, stumble from the kitchen. The 

stairs creak as we climb to the second floor.  

Upstairs, Grandma becomes deadweight, moaning in my ear, and we stagger to her room. 

The setting sun flames outside her window. Pink cloud-islands dot the sky. I let out my breath as 

I lower Grandma onto the bed.  

“Tired,” Grandma rasps.  

I sink into the chair next to her. “We won.”  

Grandma’s eyes flutter shut. I rub her arm, the skin so soft it seems impossible that the 

Demon could live within her. I slip down into the chair. The room darkens, and the sound of 

waves rocks me to sleep.  

I awake bathed in moonlight. I reach for Grandma and feel only air. I leap to my feet and 

race down the hall, passing Mom’s room on my way to the stairs. She’s asleep on the bed, still in 

her work clothes, one shoe on, the other on the floor. I consider waking her, but she’s not ready 

for battle, not believing in the Demon.  

I scurry down the stairs, taking two at a time. Grandma’s nowhere in sight. The kitchen is 

neat and tidy, the mess Grandma and I left earlier gone, as if it never happened. But the backdoor 



stands open. Within seconds, I pace the deck, scanning the forest and lake. The wind whispers; 

waves lap. Nothing appears out of place.  

The moon spotlights a cluster of weeds floating close to the dock. A pattern swirls within 

them, and the truth blooms in my heart. 

 Grandma.  

Her green dress fans around her like a lily pad, her camouflage finally successful. I slip 

and scramble down the sandy slope to the beach. Water nibbles at my toes, and almost before I 

realize it, I’m running into the lake, pushing off the bottom, and swimming. 

When I reach Grandma, I wrap an arm around her and start towing her back to shore. No 

movement or sound comes from her. I’m sure the Demon has won, already moving on to its next 

victim. I scream. Water fills my mouth and I choke, which keeps me focused, land my only goal.  

My feet sink into sand, and I drag Grandma onto the beach, where she sprawls across the 

sand. I drop next to her, roll her onto her back, and push down on her chest, hoping I remember 

CPR. 

Nothing.  

I curl myself around Grandma and whisper, beg, “Please, don’t leave me.” Guilt crushes 

down on me; the Demon’s won.  

Grandma stirs, wheezing and coughing then vomiting water. I rub her back until she 

stops. We’re still in the moon’s spotlight, like some kind of freaky reality show: Demon Meets 

the Family.  

“Let me go,” Grandma says. “I’m ready.”  



I shake my head, hearing yet refusing to listen. “But I’m not.” I need to get Grandma to 

an emergency room, make sure she doesn’t become hypothermic or get pneumonia or an endless 

list of other illnesses.  

For now, though, I can’t move. The lake laps at my feet, and I remember the baptism at 

church this past Sunday. Maybe Grandma is on to something, maybe she can drown the demon, 

wash it away. Or maybe my love can do the same.  

Lights flicker on in our house. Mom appears in the doorway, calling our names.  

I wrap my arms around Grandma. She sighs and struggles to her feet, leaning against me. 

Mom spots us and hurries down the steps. I hold Grandma tighter, and she squeezes my hand 

with a strength I know comes from the other. Red nails claw at my arm but I don’t let go.  

The Demon inches. 


