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      Laci struggled to get away, but the thing holding him only squeezed his shoulder tighter. The creature brought up its other hand—mainly composed of yellowing bone—and clamped down on Laci’s other shoulder. It shoved the boy against the wall of the cave, bruising his back, pinning him with unbreakable strength. He froze as the creature brought its head toward him. The scent of moldering cloth and spoiled earth, a graveyard smell, washed over him.

      The small corner of Laci’s mind still able to think noted that the thing in front of him used to be a man. The flesh of its face had rotted off. What skin persisted across its cheeks and forehead flapped loosely as it moved. Its nose had been eaten away, as had its lips. A decaying purple velvet cap covered its ears. Only its eyes remained alive, burning with a blue fanatical light, studying Laci with hunger.

      “I used to be like you, once,” it hissed through broken teeth.

      Laci bit his tongue to hold back his scream. Screaming would only bring the Nazi soldiers, soldiers who would kill the Jewish families he’d stumbled across hiding down here in the caves. Or it might bring János—his best friend, also lost—who he fervently hoped had found his way out of the caves by now. Instead, Laci swung his head wildly from side to side, seeking a way to escape. The light from his dropped kerosene lantern only illuminated his feet. To his left lay sinister blackness. A firelike light spilled into the darkness to his right, flickering and reddish. Something waited for him there, sitting in that familiar light. He could feel its draw, like a relentless undercurrent. He pushed away from it, whatever that unknown was, pushing himself farther into the grasp of the thing holding him.

      Surprisingly, the hand holding his left shoulder released its grip. Laci looked up. The thing was slowly reaching for him, hand outstretched. The boy hit his head on the rock, straining to get away. He flinched when gentle, cool fingers stroked his cheek. Fear of this unexpected kindness froze him in place.

      “Magician.”

      The word buzzed through Laci’s bones, branding him. Fervent denials ran through his head. He only played at being a magician, pretending with his friend János. It wasn’t real. Magic wasn’t real.

      The existence of the creature holding him proclaimed that it might be.

      “Let me go,” Laci whispered. If only he could get away. He would stop pretending to have power. He would never do another ritual, no matter how much János pleaded with him. He would forget all of Grandma Zita’s stories. He would…

      Flaring blue eyes caught Laci’s attention. The creature grew unnaturally still. Laci wondered what the thing struggled against.

      “I cannot.” The light from the creature’s eyes died down and it shook its head slowly. It brushed the back of its hand down Laci’s arm to his wrist, which it then caught in a crushing grip. It forced the boy’s arm up behind his back and pushed him down the passage, toward the unsteady light. The skeletal magician was stronger than the mere bones Laci saw. The cold of its hands ate into Laci’s shoulder and arm.

      Stumbling words accompanied their halting progress. “Must take you to see…Bélusz.”

      Laci remembered stories from Grandmother Zita about a five-eyed demon by that name, whose gaze turned people to stone. The boy struggled to get away, kicking up and rocking from side to side. The thing yanked on Laci’s arm, pulling it higher, as if to break it. It pushed him forward, as relentless as fate.

      The passage on Laci’s right opened up to a large chamber. Three huge bonfires lit the space, as well as candles held up by their own wax on leveled-off stalagmites. Half whispers mingled with the crackling sounds, as if water surged nearby. The intense heat caused sweat to trickle down Laci’s face. Green, not black, smoke rose to the ceiling and dissipated. Broken pieces of stone statues—heads, legs, torsos—lay scattered across the floor. Above the cavern was a long open space—a dry gallery. A large eagle with ill-kept feathers roosted there.

      Movement drew Laci’s gaze. There were—things—in the chamber. Only his special sight, the one Grandmother Zita had taught him to use, allowed him see them. More corrupted men, like the one that kept him moving forward, blended into the shadows, pressing against jutting rock walls. Others, gliding in and out of the flickering light, seemed to be combinations of men, beast, and plant; the beak of a raven implanted on a mottled green face, a frog man with a dripping tongue and webbed fingers, bilious sap dripping out of a treelike knot mouth. Rank body odor mingled with the scent of wet fur and sweet rotting vegetation.

      Laci took shallow breaths, fighting to keep his fear from choking him. One of the creatures sidled up to them, a wolf with a man’s body. Laci found himself instinctively pushing back against the thing that held him, as if it would protect him. Bared fangs drew closer. A snarl from the lupine face made the hairs on the back of Laci’s neck stand up. The thing kept pace with them for a few steps, licking its elongated lips, gray feral eyes riveted on Laci’s neck. Then it abruptly stalked off, melting into the darkness between the lights. Laci forced his eyes away, keeping himself from searching for it. Death could come from any of the half-seen creatures in the chamber.

      With a shudder, he told himself that he would not die here. Grandmother Zita would be ashamed of him if they met in heaven because he’d died in this place. He closed his eyes in denial, then opened them again.

      His breath caught at the huge stone carving of a stag now before him. Its beauty made Laci falter. The statue caused Laci to forget his situation, and for a moment, it gave him hope. Its neck curved with more grace than a hawk’s flight. The twists of its antlers caught and held on to the light. Sightless eyes adorned its elongated head, and nostrils flared for unneeded breath far above Laci’s head. Powerful hind muscles outlined in cool stone bulged, making it seem as if it were about to leap. Delicate front hooves stood amid the broken statuary and garbage of the cave floor, as if disdaining to touch the filth.

      Laci continued to stare at the stag until he realized they’d stopped. Only then did Laci look up.

      Corrupt, stained, and pitted stone made up the creature—Bélusz, Laci assumed. It was the antithesis of the unblemished stag. Bulges, like horns, poked out between the three craters spaced across the demon’s forehead. Its eyes sat below this cliff, like dark pools of marsh water with slimy tops and hidden snakes. Its nose had been broken off, so just a concave impression was left. Craters pocked its cheeks. It smelled of guano, sulfur, and things long buried. The arms of the rock throne that held the demon had grooves in them, worn smooth by the creature running its fingers along them. The demon’s feet and legs looked like they’d grown from the earth.

      “Another?” Bélusz asked in a voice that rolled effortlessly through the chamber, velvet soft and compelling. It leaned forward toward Laci, the mobile stone of its lips twisted in a sneer.

      Laci’s mouth dried with fright. The pit of his stomach dropped. Had this demon captured János as well?

      “My great bringer,” Bélusz said, its voice like silk caressing stone. “You broke the first of the five Roman plaques holding me. Then you brought me the miraculous stag, the guardian angel of your nation, just so I could turn it to stone. The bird followed, but it couldn’t resist my powers either.”

      A shiver ran down Laci’s spine. The statue. It must be the csoda szarvas, the mythical stag who’d led the seven tribes into Hungary. His country’s protector. And the eagle in the dry gallery above the cavern must be Turul.

      “You’ve brought me two of the remaining plaques. Now you’ve brought me this sweet boy who stinks so strongly of magic.” It shook its head, as if in denial. “Two magicians. In one night. My freedom must be near! Ah, to feel the sun and be truly warm again!” Bélusz held up its arms as if receiving blessings from heaven. Laci winced as the other creatures in the chamber howled together. He looked around the room fearfully, searching for his friend János. All he saw were demons and gathering shadows disrupted by the bright bonfires.

      Bélusz was staring at Laci when he brought his gaze back. The kindness the boy saw on the demon’s face froze his soul. Threats and anger suited that face. Benevolence somehow made it more ugly, unnatural, and frightening.

      “Now you will be my servant. You have the sight. You will find the last two plaques that bind me. You will be greatly rewarded.”

      Laci knew the only reward he’d receive at Bélusz’ hands would be death. “No,” he said, surprised he could speak at all through his choking fear.

      “You see what happens to those who disobey me,” Bélusz said, indicating the floor of the cave, the broken statuary. “They spilled dust like blood, their cracking bones the only screams they could make. Can make.”

      Laci shivered at the implication. Had all the ruined figures been men, turned to stone, and smashed? Were they still alive? He shook his head.

      “You will help me,” Bélusz continued. “You will free me from the dark, help me destroy the land that has held me prisoner, pound the mountains into sand, turn the rivers red.”

      Laci tried to swallow past the sudden lump in his throat. The war—the Great War, as the Americans called it, or the Great Catastrophe, as he personally knew it—had been raging for the last four years, a lifetime for a fourteen-year-old boy. He’d seen bodies in the streets, torn apart by shrapnel, buildings crumbling from the bombs. He knew the hunger of not enough food, no place to play, no room for dreams. The horror of greater destruction than what he’d already experienced made him nauseous.

      “I’ll kill myself first,” Laci heard himself say. And he’d spoken the truth. He had so little to live for. The war had destroyed or ruined everything he’d known. His father had been killed in the first weeks of battle; his carefree mother had disappeared under the worry and strain of moving in with their relatives; his books, toys, clothes—even his favorite foods—all unavailable, either sold or stolen by his uncle, or denied them because of their poverty.

      Something in Laci’s tone must have convinced the demon that the boy didn’t spin tales. Its animation gave way to stillness. Laci could almost believe it was a statue.

      Bélusz nodded its head after a moment and said, “A sightless magician still has its uses.” It beckoned for the creature holding Laci to bring him closer.

      Laci struggled to break free. The ancient magician behind him had too tight a grip on his arms. When Laci dug in his heels, the thing merely picked him up and presented him, legs dangling, to the demon.

      Bélusz put its finger on its lips. Its tongue rasped across its finger as it licked it. Then, with the very tip, it touched the center of Laci’s forehead.

      The acid spittle burned Laci’s skin and sent waves of pain through his head, worse than anything he’d ever felt. Laci screamed and shut his eyes. The thing holding him dumped him on the floor. Laci slumped, crying. He brought his hands up to cover his wound, as if hiding it might ease the ache.

      Bélusz waited until Laci only whimpered, then spoke the words of its intended curse. “Your death belongs to me.”

      Laci didn’t pass out, though the agony impaled him, causing the world to spin around him. He opened his eyes only when he believed the throbbing wouldn’t push them out of their sockets.

      Gloom filled the cavern.

      The demon had burned out Laci’s special sight. He could no longer see the other creatures in the cave clearly. Only dancing silhouettes remained, suggestions of shapes, things that tugged at the corners of Laci’s eyes.

      That wasn’t the worst of it though. Just as darkness threw its cloak around everything Laci looked at, it had reached inside him as well. Shadows lurked and bloomed there now. His soul felt heavier, as if Bélusz had wrapped it, too, with a layer of rock.

      Bélusz had tied Laci to itself. Only it could kill him. And it would—it would turn him to stone and shatter him—even if he obeyed the demon’s every wish.

      Bélusz laughed. A spark of anger shot through Laci’s consuming fear and he struggled to his feet. He wanted to hurt the demon, but could he, without his special sight? Bélusz didn’t seem to think so. It sneered at Laci, then raised its arms, like a conductor, encouraging the creatures around it to convolutions and undulations. Even the thing that had caught him joined in the frenetic dance.

      Grandmother Zita’s spirit guided Laci then, almost as if he heard her words directing him what to do. He put his finger in his mouth, like a two-year old with a tough decision, touched his forehead where the skin still burned, then ran it under his eye, mixing his spit with blood and tears, a holy trinity.

      Laci crept closer to the throne. The demon had turned its head away from the boy. Balancing on his toes, Laci reached up a steady hand and touched Bélusz in the center of its forehead, in the same place where the demon had marked him. Then Laci used the same words. “Your death belongs to me.”

      All the things in the cave roared. The howling and cacophony rang in Laci’s ears, louder than any bombing.

      It’s difficult to tell when the frightful are frightened, but Laci saw it. The demon’s eyes widened and its head pulled back, like a dog that had caught an unfamiliar, threatening scent. When Bélusz’ eyes grew hard and glittery, Laci ran.

      Laci thought perhaps that the ancient magician, the former man that had caught him earlier, helped Laci escape by blocking the others after the boy slid into a small tunnel just past where he’d been caught. Maybe it saw that its eternal mistake was ending.

      Laci didn’t know for sure. He just ran.
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      “Grandpa?” Zita called as she pushed the door open. “Hello? Anyone home?” She stood at the threshold, listening. The constant wash of traffic from Sixth Street pushed at her, urging her forward. The silence and the smell emanating from the house held her back.

      Zita took a deep breath. She told herself that the unlocked door didn’t mean someone had broken into her grandfather’s house. He usually didn’t lock his door when he was home. They’d argued about it more than once, but her grandfather wouldn’t believe any danger existed. Not here in America, he’d insisted. Not in Tucson, Arizona.

      The stench worried Zita. The air smelled burnt and metallic; a hint of rotten-egg sulfur rolled under the odor, as well as things Zita couldn’t identify. The scent seemed old, well-congealed, baked together. Pieces of it had been around for weeks. How could Grandpa have lived with it? Zita hadn’t been in her grandfather’s house for at least four months. Every time she’d suggested meeting there, he’d arranged that they meet somewhere else, as if he didn’t want her in his home anymore. She’d assumed it was his way of showing disappointment at her continued involvement with Peter, her boyfriend.

      Zita forced herself to walk into the house, breaking through the unseen barrier formed by the silence and the smell as easily as a child bursting a soap bubble. A yellow Post-it note on the closet to her left caught her attention. It listed words in Hungarian, her grandfather’s mother tongue. She closed the door and locked it. A mass of Post-it notes hovered at eye level, written in English as well as Hungarian, listing things such as “shoes,” “jacket,” and “keys.” What was Grandpa doing?

      Zita walked into the living room. The clutter astounded her. The “Messy One” had always been her title. She’d never been able to clean to her family’s satisfaction. Zita wished briefly for a camera to record the momentous event, to prove that even her perfect grandfather could trash a room.

      The couch provided the only place to sit in the living room. Magazines lay strewn across the floor, along with unopened mail. Stacks of cans—fruit, soup, and vegetables—stood on the low table in front of the couch. Thick dust lay on the tops of half the cans. Piles of clothes and linens took up the rest of the available space. Post-it notes adorned every surface—on the lampshades of the two remaining lamps, on the magazines, on the wall next to the light switch.

      Zita grew uneasy as the importance of what she saw sank in.

      She made her way to the kitchen. A scorched black area covered the wall behind the stove. Had there been a fire? Why hadn’t Grandpa told her about it? All the knobs from the stove were missing.

      Zita’s unease turned to fear. Slowly, she turned to the note-covered refrigerator. She didn’t want to open it. She didn’t want further confirmation of her grandfather’s condition. She had the urge to go through the house like the proverbial “white tornado,” cleaning everything in her path, removing the evidence of her grandfather’s downfall. But she couldn’t stop now.

      Zita wrenched open the refrigerator door, searching for the strawberries. Her grandfather always had fresh ones on hand, in season and out, not because he liked them, but because they were Zita’s favorite.

      The berries had white beards around their edges.

      Disappointment and resignation landed hard on Zita’s shoulders. Black fungus covered the peppers, mushrooms, and other vegetables. She didn’t have to pick up the milk container to know it was rotten: She could smell it. Bright green algae floated in the glass orange juice container.

      Zita closed the refrigerator door and leaned her forehead against it. She understood now. She’d thought her grandfather had become a little forgetful, not remembering to meet her and Peter for breakfast that day. She’d ignored the times when he’d ask the same question over and over again, not wanting to fight with him. Or she’d laughed with him when he’d accidentally swapped English and Hungarian words.

      The condition of his house told her the real state of his mind. He was barely surviving.

      And she hadn’t seen it. She’d failed him, again, like she’d always feared she would. Like he’d told her she would when she’d flunked that semester of college. She had disappointed him again.

      She had noticed little things, like the time he’d forgotten to wear socks with his shoes, or when he’d shaved only half his face. She hadn’t linked them together though. Her grandfather had made a joke once about getting lost going to her apartment. Zita had been alarmed, but she’d allowed her mother, her grandfather’s only child, to talk her into believing she’d overreacted.

      Zita hoped her grandfather wasn’t lost and wandering somewhere right now. No, he had to be here, in his house. She had to find him. She pressed her palms against her eyes, forcing the tears out and wiping them away.

      “Nagyapa?” she called, using one of the few Hungarian words she knew, the word for grandfather. Maybe he’d respond to that. She tugged on her hair, smoothing it over her cheek, letting its softness soothe her. He had to be here.

      Resolutely she pushed her hair behind her ear and rushed to the bathroom. There, she found blackened towels rotting in the corner, rows of unopened shampoo bottles, and a razor with two inches of duct tape wrapped around the handle.

      She found more cans of food in his bedroom, clothes lying in heaps, no sheets on the bed, and the blankets, soiled.

      “Grandpa?” she called again. She poked one of the piles of clothes with her toe, afraid he might be hiding under it. Momentarily relieved that it didn’t move, she turned to leave the room. The sight of the top of the dresser stopped her.

      No clutter existed there.

      Taped to the wall above the dresser was a page torn from a magazine—a stylized graphic of a reindeer, white and silver on a dark blue background. Spiraling streaks shot out from the reindeer’s antlers, around its body; then the tight lines fanned out, as if spreading magic. A single candle stood in the dust-free space underneath the picture, burnt down to a nub.

      The disparity frightened Zita. Was Grandpa not only unable to care for himself, but delusional as well? She vaguely remembered something about a deer that was special to Hungarians. The stories had come from her namesake, her grandfather’s maternal grandmother. He’d described her as a gypsy. Had she taught him to worship pagan things? Maybe the only clear memories he had now were from his childhood.

      Zita walked back to the living room. Where was her grandfather?

      Maybe he was out in the garden. Zita walked quickly through the kitchen, averting her eyes from the disarray, then out the backdoor.

      “Grandpa?” she called, standing still for a moment as the warmth soaked into her skin. She didn’t see him among the cactus and potted plants. “Grandpa?” she called again as she made her way along the winding path to the shed. She couldn’t see any of the ruin in the backyard that she’d seen in the house. Then again, it would be hard to tell. Cactus wouldn’t show much damage just through neglect. The native grasses looked a little brown, but that could have been because there hadn’t been much rain that spring.

      The smell of rotten eggs grew stronger outside, as well as a coppery smell that seemed familiar. Zita stood still for a moment, trying to figure it out.

      The red stains on the door to the garden shed told her what the scent was: blood.

      Zita ran to the shed, not caring when a barrel cactus leaning toward the path scratched her leg. She wrenched open the door, ignoring the stickiness of the blood-covered handle.

      The chaos inside stunned her. Everything in the shack had been broken or smashed. Rakes and shovels, their handles splintered, were scattered across the floor. Spades and trowels lay bent at odd angles. Shards of red clay flowerpots spread across the top of the workbench.

      Her grandfather sat against the back wall, partially hidden by tree stakes and his wheelbarrow. Long gouges ran across his forehead and blood covered his face. His arms looked as scratched as if he’d embraced a cactus. A large gash in his neck bled slowly. Zita lowered the wheelbarrow and knocked away the stakes. Her grandfather didn’t move at the clattering sound. She forced herself to reach out and touch his wrist, to feel for a pulse.

      He was alive.

      Zita shook her grandfather, called his name. She untied the silk scarf she wore around her neck and pressed it to his, staunching the flow of blood. She needed to call for help. But how? She didn’t have a cell phone, and the phone in her grandfather’s house didn’t work. He’d told her he’d been fighting with the phone company about something and they’d cut his service off. She wondered now if in fact he’d forgotten to pay his bill.

      Her grandfather moaned. His eyelids fluttered. She had to get help.

      “Nagyapa. Grandpa. I’m going to call an ambulance. I’ll be right back.” Zita stroked her grandfather’s white hair, the only part of his body she could reach without touching blood. She turned to go.

      Her grandfather shot out his hand and gripped her arm, hard.

      “Bélusz. Ördögök. Támadás⁠—“

      “Grandpa. In English. Please.”

      He blinked. He looked around the room, as if checking that they sat alone then pulled Zita closer.

      Zita tried not to recoil from his bloody face. The color of her grandfather’s eyes was so black Zita couldn’t distinguish the pupils from the irises. To Zita, his eyes had always seemed full of light. The light still dwelt there, even in that dusky garden shed, but it had changed from a springlike sunshine to a terrible, compelling glow.

      “Bélusz. The demon. Its minions. Attacked me.”

      He had to be raving. Or maybe he wasn’t fully conscious.

      “I’d hoped Bélusz would just die when I died, Zita. But demons don’t die. They have to be killed. I have to go kill it. Back to the caves, back to the dark. Segíts meg Istenem.” He sighed heavily and shook his head.

      Her grandfather couldn’t be sane anymore. What was she going to do? She didn’t want to agitate him; he looked so weak and otherworldly with the blood dripping down his face, covering his pale skin.

      “It’s okay, Grandpa. It’s going to be okay.” Zita stroked his hand, forcing herself to ignore the stickiness. Maybe now her mother would believe that something was wrong.

      Zita’s grandfather closed his eyes and collapsed, like a balloon with all the air let out. Zita held his hand for a moment longer. She had to leave him, go call an ambulance.

      She glanced down at the hand she held. A curled ball of something gray clung to one of her grandfather’s nails.

      Zita dropped his hand when she realized it was skin.
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        * * *

      

      “Good afternoon,” said a large, well-fed Indian man as he stepped into the hospital room. “I’m Dr. Shankar.” Under his white doctor’s coat he wore a wide tie with an abstract design done in black, brown and blue, like a bib that would hide any food he spilled.

      Zita stood up and shook his proffered hand. “I’m Zita Gárdos.” She paused and looked back at her grandfather sitting in his hospital bed. He crossed his arms over his chest and scowled. Awkwardly, Zita continued. “This is my grandfather, László Gárdos. Laci.”

      “I need to go home,” Laci announced, not addressing the doctor, but staring straight ahead.

      “Ah, Mr. Gardose,” the doctor started, reading the name off the chart. He pronounced it the American way, with an “s” sound, instead of an “sh” sound, stressing the last syllable instead of the first.

      “GAR-dosh,” Zita said, correcting the doctor before Laci could.

      “I’d like to ask you some questions,” the doctor continued.

      “I fell. I cut myself. I need to go home.”

      When the EMTs had arrived, Zita’s grandfather had stopped his wild talk about demons attacking him and needing to go back to dark caves. Instead, he’d insisted he’d fallen in his gardening shack, that a hoe had cut his neck, and a plank had knocked him unconscious.

      “I see,” Dr. Shankar said, looking back at his chart.

      Zita walked over to the doctor. “Could I talk with you for a moment, privately?” she asked.

      The doctor looked up, blinking. “Of course,” he said, backing out into the hallway.

      Zita didn’t know how to start, how to tell the doctor of the horrible condition of her grandfather’s house. That would mean admitting her own failure, how much she’d missed, how she hadn’t paid close enough attention to his health. She needed confirmation before calling her mother though, or talking with Peter. Neither of them had believed her worries about her grandfather. Now…

      Best to say the worst first, to get it over with, like ripping a bandage off a wound. Zita took a deep breath, then said rapidly, pushing the words out of her mouth. “I think my grandfather has Alzheimer’s.”

      “Why do you think that?” Dr. Shankar asked, skeptical.

      Zita fell quiet for a moment, still in shock from saying the word aloud. “Alzheimer’s.” It was worse than any of the creatures her grandfather had told her about as a child. Neither the village priest, nor the proper incantation, could drive it away. You couldn’t trick it into hiding in the oven so you could burn it alive. Alzheimer’s didn’t go away. It only got worse. Zita didn’t want to say anything more, to give the word more life.

      However, she’d started down this path. She had to stay on it. She described how forgetful her grandfather had become, the notes in his house, how he’d gotten lost going to their apartment at least once, the times he’d forgotten the English words for “beef” and “table.”

      “We’ll do some tests,” the doctor said when Zita finished. “But I’m not convinced. You do know that the wounds across his forehead are self-inflicted, yes?”

      Zita gulped. The edges of her vision grew dark. She didn’t want to hear affirmation of that horror. She shuddered, remembering the small piece of skin under her grandfather’s fingernail. It didn’t make sense. Why would her grandfather hurt himself?

      “When I first got there, Grandpa told me he’d been attacked. . . .” She didn’t continue. She’d already betrayed him by talking about the conditions of his house. If he’d forgotten about the demons, so would she.

      “Well, his neck wound probably isn’t self-inflicted. He may have fallen on a hoe. Nevertheless, he gave himself those scratches on his forehead. I’ve never heard of an Alzheimer’s patient deliberately hurting themselves.”

      “It might be something else?” Zita sagged against the wall. Alzheimer’s threatened horrible years ahead, but at least she could learn about it. It flourished as a solid specter she could prepare for, fight against.

      “I can’t say for certain until we do more tests. Because some of his wounds are self-inflicted, we’re required by law to hold him for seventy-two hours and put him on a suicide watch. In addition, he’s very dehydrated. Some of his recent confusion may be caused by that.

      “Shall we?” Dr. Shankar continued, gesturing toward the door.

      Zita nodded and walked in. She kept her head down, like a chastened schoolgirl, back from a talk with the principal. She positioned herself on one side of her grandfather’s bed and took his hand. The doctor returned to the foot of the bed.

      “Let’s move on to those questions, okay?” the doctor said.

      Her grandfather stared straight ahead, his lips tightened. Zita squeezed his hand, hard.

      Laci sighed then nodded, indicating he’d cooperate.

      “What’s your name?” Dr. Shankar asked.

      “Gárdos László,” Laci replied, in the Hungarian fashion, listing his last name first.

      “What year were you born?” the doctor continued, taking no notice.

      “1930.”

      “And that would make you . . . ?” Dr. Shankar paused.

      “Seventy-four,” Laci answered proudly.

      “When did you come to this country?”

      “In 1956.” Now Laci looked down, away from the doctor, as if ashamed. Zita had seen her grandfather do this before. He considered the ones who had stayed and fought the Communists from the inside heroes, while he had run away, escaped to America.

      “And how old is, ah, Zira?” the doctor asked, gesturing toward Zita.

      Laci looked confused.

      “Zita,” Zita said.

      “Édes?” Laci looked at Zita, asking for help.

      Dr. Shankar shook his head, warning Zita not to say anything.

      She shrugged, gritting her teeth together. She wanted to help. She couldn’t.

      Laci laughed. “Even she doesn’t know.”

      “What’s today’s date?” the doctor asked.

      “Péntek,” Laci said with certainty.

      The doctor looked at Zita for confirmation.

      Péntek meant Friday. She remembered the Hungarian word through association, because it sounded like “payday.”

      “Szombat,” she said, Saturday. She remembered the funny sleeping bat her grandfather had drawn for her, a mnemonic to help her.

      Her grandfather didn’t acknowledge her correction.

      “Can you start at twenty and count backwards for me, by twos?” the doctor asked.

      “Twenty,” Laci started off, confident. He paused.

      Zita willed her grandfather to say eighteen.

      “Twenty-two.” Laci paused again. “Nineteen. Tizennégy,” he said, switching to Hungarian. “Two,” he said, finishing.

      Dr. Shankar’s face didn’t change expression.

      Zita’s stomach hollowed out.

      “Can you tell me the names of the last four presidents?”

      “Bush. That idiot. He doesn’t understand what war is.” Laci shook his head.

      “And?” the doctor prompted.

      Laci shivered, as if waking from a dream. He looked up at Zita. “Judit?” he asked. He patted her hand and said something in Hungarian.

      Zita tried to pull away from her grandfather. He held on tightly, whispering. The husky, rough quality of his voice conveyed bleak despair, even though Zita couldn’t understand a word he said.

      “Grandfather. Grandpa. Nagyapa!”

      Laci blinked several times. “You’re not Judit,” he said. “Where’s Judit?”

      Zita took a deep breath. She squeezed her grandfather’s hand with one of hers, and with the other, wiped at the tears that her grandfather’s plaintive tone had wrung from her. He sounded like a little boy lost in a frightening place. She’d never heard him like this before.

      “Who’s Judit?” Dr. Shankar asked.

      “That’s the name of my grandmother, his first wife,” Zita answered. Her grandfather sat motionless now, looking down at his lap. Zita couldn’t see his face, but she knew he cried. “The one killed by the Communists in fifty-six.”

      “Has your grandfather had many episodes like this? When he confuses the past with the present?”

      Zita shook her head. She didn’t trust her own voice.

      Her grandfather looked up. “I need to go home.”

      Zita reached out and brushed his hair back. It was still wiry, full of life. “You’ve been sick, Grandpa. You need to stay here for a few days.”

      Laci opened his mouth, about to argue. Then he turned to the doctor and said, “Okay.”

      After a moment of silence, Dr. Shankar said, “I’ll see you later this afternoon, Mr. Gárdos.”

      Laci didn’t acknowledge the doctor’s departure. He grabbed Zita’s hand and pulled her down toward him. His breath had an old man’s smell of sour medicine and coffee mixed with unbrushed teeth.

      “I don’t mean back to my house,” he whispered urgently. “Budapest. I need to go home to Budapest. Back to the caves.”

      “Maybe this fall,” Zita said. Would her grandfather still be alive by this fall? Or even know his own name? The horror of it astounded her. She pushed the thoughts down as quickly as they had risen. There had to be something she could do. She had to be able to make him better. Somehow.

      “No. Now. I have to go to Budapest now.”

      “Why?”

      “Demons don’t die. They must be killed.”
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        * * *

      

      “Please, come in. Sit down,” Dr. Shankar replied to Zita’s knock. Early-morning sunlight streamed through the windows. Books lined all the walls. A batik print of a dancing man wearing an elephant’s head hung next to the door.

      The doctor sat behind a huge desk, wearing yet another in his vast array of abstract biblike ties. He’d worn a different one every day Zita had seen him for the past five days. Two blood-red leather chairs with brass tacks along the edges awaited before the desk. Zita sat in the one closest to Dr. Shankar. A part of her ached, exhausted from the continual fighting dialogue she had with the doctor, discussing the complications of her grandfather’s illness and arguing over possible treatments.

      Zita had spent every minute of her spare time surfing the Internet, educating herself. She felt responsible. She was the only family member who lived in Tucson, so it fell to her to oversee his care.

      She wished someone sat in the other chair, someone on her side. Maybe her mother, who’d finally acquiesced to come. But she wouldn’t be there until Saturday, and it was only Thursday. Or maybe Peter. The audition he’d gone to might be important to him, but this took precedence with her.

      “Ms. Gárdos.” The doctor hesitated. Was his news so bad he couldn’t say it?

      “Your grandfather presents with inconsistent symptoms. We can’t make a diagnosis that accounts for his behavior. All we can say for certain is that he has dementia of unknown causes.”

      “You have to give me more than that,” Zita said.

      “We really don’t know,” Dr. Shankar said.

      “What might it be? Can’t you tell me that? If you don’t know for certain, at least give me some possibilities. I promise, I won’t sue. I just need to know what it could be.”

      The doctor sighed.

      “You know I won’t leave here until you give me some options,” Zita warned.

      Dr. Shankar nodded. Zita felt momentarily ashamed of how late she had kept the doctor two nights before, haranguing him about her grandfather.

      The doctor looked at his hands for a moment, clasped together on his desk, before he spoke. “We’ve considered Dementia with Lewy bodies, but again, we don’t know for sure. And we wouldn’t know, not without an autopsy.”

      “Doesn’t that usually manifest with Parkinson’s?” Zita asked. She’d dismissed it as a possibility because of that.

      “That’s only one of the three main symptoms,” Dr Shankar said, smiling smugly.

      “Okay,” Zita said. Score one point for the doctor. “If I remember correctly,” Zita continued, determined, “Dementia with Lewy bodies would account for the Alzheimerlike symptoms my grandfather shows, like his memory loss and his living in the past. And don’t the Lewy bodies produce hallucinations as well?”

      “We don’t know the exact mechanism behind the hallucinations,” Dr. Shankar said.

      Zita only scored him half a point for the clarification.

      “But essentially, you’re correct,” the doctor said. “Dementia with Lewy bodies might be the cause of your grandfather’s demons.”

      “There are other things that might have caused his delusions, right?”

      “Yes, however, another reason we considered Dementia with Lewy Bodies, or DLB, is because of the striking fluctuations in cognitive performance your grandfather displays. I’m sure you’ve noticed he has good days as well as bad days.”

      Zita nodded. The changing symptoms had made her attempts at diagnosing her grandfather difficult. As well as making it almost impossible to convince her mother of his predicament. Her grandfather talked coherently at times. They could discuss the unusual spring heat that year, how incompetent and disorganized her boss was, or the cactus blooming in the garden. Bad times came too, when he kept repeating conversations as if his short-term memory had shorted out, saying over and over again that he had to go kill the demon living in his childhood home of Budapest. Worse times came as well, when her grandfather sat as if in a stupor, dazed and inattentive.

      Zita hadn’t finished fighting with the doctor yet. “What caused him to attack himself?”

      Dr. Shankar sighed. “That’s another problem with declaring DLB as the only cause of your grandfather’s illness. It doesn’t explain what he did. Alzheimer’s patients, as well as patients with DLB, don’t generally hurt themselves. So we don’t feel we can make a definitive diagnosis.”

      “What kind of medication can he take to reduce his symptoms?” Zita asked.

      “We can treat the dementia, using something like haloperidol. The problem with these types of drugs is that they sometimes induce Parkinson’s in patients with DLB. Something like sertindole may be safer. However, I must caution you, Ms. Gárdos. If your grandfather has DLB, there is no magic pill. Nothing is going to cure him.”

      “I can’t accept that,” Zita said. She looked up, startled. Had she really said that aloud?

      “You must accept it. You won’t be doing him any good if you won’t recognize that he’s ill. He can’t live alone anymore. You do understand that, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but he’ll be better once he’s in a structured environment, won’t he?”

      “Structure may help lessen the bad times. It probably won’t stop them. He needs help.”

      “I’ve arranged for a full-time caregiver,” Zita said, giving in. Of course, her grandfather’s health insurance didn’t cover it.

      “Have you talked with your grandfather about giving you power of attorney, or legal guardianship?”

      “He brought it up, actually.” It had startled Zita. As much as she’d wanted to deny her grandfather’s illness, at some level, they both knew he had diminished capabilities.

      If only she could convince Peter, her mother, and herself, of how sick he really was.
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        * * *

      

      “The doctor was just being melodramatic,” Peter told Zita that afternoon when he heard the news of her grandfather’s diagnosis.

      Zita sat on their couch with her mouth open, shocked and hurt. “Haven’t you been listening? Didn’t you hear me talk about my grandfather’s house? The rotten food, the stacks of unopened bills? He can’t live on his own anymore.”

      “He isn’t coming here to live with us,” Peter said.

      “Not if we stay in this dinky one-bedroom apartment, no. But we’ve saved enough for a house. We could just get a bigger one, with an extra bedroom.”

      “That’s not what we planned,” Peter said. “We don’t want to buy a house here. What about L.A.?”

      Zita willed herself to ignore the petulant tone in Peter’s voice. Sometimes Peter’s intractability reminded her of a two-year-old, adamant about his way, his schemes.

      At one point in her life, she’d needed his planning, like a young tree needs stakes to help it survive a winter storm.

      Winter had passed some time before.

      “And I suppose you expect me to take care of him?” Peter added.

      “You could help out when you’re between parts. Besides, Grandpa won’t need that much taking care of. He has been living on his own. It’s not like he’s an invalid.”

      “Now, you mean. What happens when he gets worse? The doctor said he’d probably get worse.”

      Zita refrained from pointing out to Peter that he believed the doctor only when it was convenient for him.

      “When he gets worse, we’ll deal with it,” she said. She got up off the couch and stalked into the kitchen. She wasn’t hungry or thirsty, but she didn’t want to continue this confrontation with Peter.

      “You can deal with it. He’s your grandfather. Besides, aren’t you the one who always handles everything?” Peter said from behind her.

      “What if I’m tired of being responsible for everything? Maybe you need to start dealing with things, be a grownup for a change,” Zita said. With a start, she realized what she’d said. Zita turned around, her hand over her mouth.

      “You didn’t mean that. You’re just tired and stressed,” Peter said, using his “father knows best” voice, his face a mask of sympathy.

      “Don’t ‘act’ with me, Peter,” Zita said, her anger coming to the forefront, any apology she might have said forgotten. “Maybe I am stressed, but I still know when you’re not being real. Don’t play this ‘understanding’ role with me. If you’re angry, say so.”

      Peter grinned at her. “See? You’re so good for me. You keep me in touch with my real feelings. I’m so lucky I can depend on you. So is your grandfather.”

      Zita’s spirits sagged. How do you “fix” something that the doctors wouldn’t even diagnose? She turned back into the kitchen.

      “I’m sure you’ll have everything arranged by the time we move to L.A. You won’t disappoint me,” Peter continued.

      Zita put her hands out on the counter and let her shoulders sag. Peter’s words hit her like physical blows. He relied on her so much. Couldn’t he see that she needed a little support in return? Why was it always up to her to make their relationship a success? As much as she’d hate to fail at anything, there were times when she felt it would be easier to be on her own than to stay with Peter.

      Before she could stop them, the words popped out of her mouth. “Or maybe when The Big Break comes you could move to L.A. on your own.”

      The silence behind her grew long and brittle. She’d spoken the words. Zita’s back grew stiff and rage flooded her sight, blocking out everything else. She shouldn’t have said them—those hateful words that expressed what both of them had been thinking for a while now.

      Not even her grandfather’s demons could make her take them back.

      “Whatever you decide,” Peter said.

      Zita heard Peter get up off the couch and leave the apartment, quietly closing and locking the door behind him.

      Freedom. Zita tried to turn away from the forbidden thought. She closed her eyes and hugged herself. She should have argued with Peter, pointed out that when he was between parts he had time to look after her grandfather, and could do it now instead of that caretaker she’d hired. So they could keep saving money, or she could, for when they moved to L.A.

      The little golden thread of freedom wove around her sense of imminent catastrophe, trying to squeeze the life out of it. She remembered the sense of liberation she’d felt when she’d first gone to college, away from her controlling mother, on her own for the first time. How she’d reveled in it.

      How she’d gone crazy with it, and flunked out.

      This time though, it could be different. Maybe she could make her own structures, live her own life. Maybe she could be free.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Zita sat with her grandfather in the hospital, stroking his hand with one of hers. With her other hand, she pulled her hair from behind her ear and rubbed it on her cheek. The softness comforted her. She wished she could bring it across her nose, like a veil, to block out the medicinal hospital smells. Or across her eyes. Or maybe her ears. To hide from her grandfather and his demands and crazy talk.

      “The demon. Bélusz. It has to be killed. I have to kill it. Whether I want to or not.”

      “Shhh,” Zita said, trying to calm her grandfather.

      Jack, the patient in the other bed, spoke up. “Sounds like it’s a good time to die,” he said, rather jovially.

      Zita controlled her urge to shudder. She knew Jack didn’t mean anything by what he said. He seemed to be stuck with that one phrase. How other people said, “Oh,” or “I see,” Jack said, “Sounds like it’s a good time to die.”

      It seemed ominous that the hospital had transferred him to her grandfather’s room. The nurses had assured Zita of Jack’s harmlessness. Still, he unnerved her. At least the doctors would release her grandfather on Friday, the next day.

      Laci laughed at Jack’s pronouncement. “Yes, Jack, it is a good time to die. But only if your death means something, eh? Only if the demon dies with you.” Laci balled up his right hand into a fist, then hit his left palm with it, like a child planning the “big fight” in a Saturday morning cartoon.

      Zita hated the times like this, when her grandfather obsessed over killing this Bélusz. She wanted her old grandfather back, the one who made clever word puns, who always had the appropriate Hungarian saying, who gave wonderful dinner parties out on his porch, evenings overflowing with good wine and witty conversation. Not this delusional, argumentative old man who insisted that demons had attacked him—and would soon find her. Or who cried like a baby, saying he didn’t want to die.

      “It will start another war. Hazám. My poor country. I have to stop it! I must go back to Budapest. I must kill Bélusz.”

      Zita sighed. She’d insisted on reading all the literature Dr. Shankar had given her about the various drug treatments before she would allow the doctor to prescribe anything. She refused to make a rushed, and possibly dangerously incorrect, decision. But it meant that her grandfather wouldn’t receive anything for his delusions until the next day. As he hadn’t had an attack similar to the first, the doctor had agreed to delay treatment.

      Her grandfather hadn’t been paying attention to Zita all evening. Zita didn’t think he knew she existed. Instead, he’d kept up a running monologue about going back to Budapest to the caves to kill this Bélusz. Now he turned to Zita, eyes blazing.

      He saw her again.

      “You must promise me to stay here, in America. You can’t go to Budapest. You can’t go to the caves. Bélusz will find you. Or János. You have to keep away from János. Even Peter would be better than János. You must remain in this country. You’ll be safer here. Not safe. But safer.”

      “Okay, Nagyapa. I won’t go to Budapest. Or the caves,” Zita said. Since finding her grandfather in the shed, she’d had nightmares about cold, damp caves, and being trapped in dark places with clawed things scrabbling behind her. They kept getting closer.

      Her assurance that she wouldn’t go seemed to calm her grandfather. He lay back on his pillows, a slight smile on his face.

      “Though Budapest is beautiful at this time of year,” he said. “The
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