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  Chapter 1


Raisa pulled into the Millers' farm driveway at exactly seven forty-five, as she had every third Tuesday for the past fifteen years. Punctuality was a small thing, perhaps, but it was hers. In a world that seemed increasingly determined to spin beyond anyone's control, arriving when she said she would arrive felt like a form of dignity. 
Elizabeth was waiting on the porch, her dark blue dress and black apron as crisp as the October air, her hands busy with some small task even in these borrowed moments. Raisa recognized the motion; shelling late beans, probably, into the ceramic bowl balanced on her lap. Elizabeth's hands were never truly idle, always finding productive work in the spaces between other work. It was one thing Raisa appreciated about her, this understanding that stillness and industry weren't opposites.
Raisa turned off the engine and stepped out, feeling the familiar pull in her right knee that the coming winter would make worse. Sixty-seven wasn't old, she reminded herself, just experienced. Settled. Her body knew its rhythms now, knew to move carefully in the morning cold before everything loosened and warmed.
"Good morning," Elizabeth called, her voice carrying the slight lilt that marked her Amish background, vowels rounded in ways that still charmed Raisa's ear after all these years. "Right on time, as always."
"Morning," Raisa replied, climbing the porch steps to help with the bowl. "We've got good weather for the drive. Dr. Patterson's office by nine-fifteen, you'll be done by ten-thirty if he stays on schedule, and we can stop at that fabric store you mentioned on the way back if you'd like."
Elizabeth's smile deepened, lines creasing around her eyes in patterns Raisa had memorized without meaning to. "You have it all planned."
"That's what you pay me for." But Raisa's tone was warm, the gentle mockery of long friendship. They both knew the fee Elizabeth paid barely covered gas money. These drives were something else, something that had grown beyond transaction into the comfortable territory of a chosen routine.
They settled into the van, Elizabeth placing her bowl of shelled beans carefully on the floor between her feet, handling the seatbelt with the slight hesitation of someone who still found motorized transportation faintly unnatural even after decades of necessary use. Raisa waited for the click before starting the engine, a small patience that cost her nothing.
The farm receded in the rearview mirror: the white farmhouse, white barn, and the garden plots lying fallow now that frost had come and gone. Samuel would be at morning chores, their five children dispersed to their various tasks and schooling. The thought of that household's organized chaos made Raisa smile before she redirected her attention to the road.
Route 19 stretched ahead. She’d driven it so many times she could navigate it by feel: the slight dip a quarter mile past the Yoder farm, the curve that tightened more than it appeared, the spot where the morning sun would glare directly into her eyes come summer but now, in October, it slanted harmlessly to the south. Knowledge like this accumulated slowly, deposited in careful layers. You couldn't rush toward it; you could only show up, again and again, until the knowing became part of you.
They drove in comfortable silence for the first few miles. Elizabeth watched the fields pass, her attention on seasonal changes Raisa had learned to notice through her. There was the way the remaining corn stubble caught light differently than summer's green had, how the tree line showed its bones now. Elizabeth noticed things, observing them with the same attention she brought to her herbs, to her journals full of careful notes about what grew when, what combinations worked, what the old knowledge said, and what her own experimentation had proven or disproven.
"How has your week been?" Elizabeth asked finally, her tone genuinely inquiring rather than merely polite.
Raisa considered the question while navigating the turn onto Baker Road. How had her week been? Busy. Productive. She'd driven Mrs. Peachy to her sister's funeral on Monday, the Stoltzfus family to a wedding in Lancaster on Thursday, and young Jacob Lapp to his first day at the furniture workshop on Friday. She'd maintained her schedule, arrived promptly, charged fairly, caused no problems and solved several.
"Steady," she said. "Enough work to keep me occupied, but not so much that I couldn’t manage it." The truth, but not the whole truth. 
"That's good," Elizabeth said, and let the silence return without pushing. This was another thing Raisa valued; her comfort with quiet, her willingness to let conversations breathe instead of forcing them into awkward fullness.
They passed the Beiler farm, where laundry already snapped on the lines despite the early hour. The Fisher place, where the youngest boy waved from his perch on the fence. The miles accumulated steadily, marked by familiar landmarks that required no comment.
"And Mackenzie?" Elizabeth asked. "How is your granddaughter?"
The question landed with more weight than Elizabeth could have intended. Raisa felt her hands tighten on the steering wheel, watched her knuckles pale slightly before she consciously relaxed her grip. How was Kenz? Eleven years old. Smart. Creative. Loving. Utterly exhausting.
"She's fine," Raisa said. "Growing like a weed."
"It's good that you spend time with her." Elizabeth's tone was carefully neutral, but Raisa heard the question underneath. They hadn't talked about this directly, but Elizabeth knew, the way friends who paid attention always knew, that Raisa's relationship with her granddaughter had become complicated in ways that caused Raisa quiet pain.
The silence stretched. Raisa could leave it there, could redirect the conversation to something easier, could maintain the pleasant surface of their morning drive. But something in her was tired. Tired of holding things carefully in place, tired of presenting only her most competent self, tired of the loneliness that came from never admitting struggle.
"She was over last week," Raisa heard herself say. "She wanted to help me with the laundry."
Elizabeth made a small, encouraging sound, the kind that invited continuation without demanding it.
"I had whites soaking in the utility sink," Raisa continued, watching the road but seeing her bathroom instead with the pink-tinged water, and Kenz's stricken face, the new red shirt she'd thrown in with everything pale. "She thought she'd be helpful and start a load in the washer. Didn't check what she was adding."
"Ah," Elizabeth said.
"Everything came out pink. My good blouses, the tablecloth my mother gave me, the pillowcases I've had for twenty years." She tried to keep her voice level, factual, but she heard the edge creeping in anyway. "She felt terrible, of course. Nearly cried. But the damage was done."
"These things happen with children," Elizabeth offered.
"She's eleven, not six." The words came sharper than Raisa intended. She took a breath and tried again. "I know she didn't mean to. I know she was trying to help. But she never slows down enough to think first. She just acts, immediately, with all that energy in whatever direction catches her attention. And I—"
Raisa stopped herself, but Elizabeth waited, patient as stone.
"I love her," Raisa finished quietly. "Of course I love her. She's my granddaughter. But lately, every time she visits, I spend the next three days recovering from the damage."
There. She'd said it. The thing that made her feel small and mean and ungenerous. The truth she couldn't quite admit even to herself in the dark hours of early morning.
"It's not just the laundry," she continued, the confession gaining momentum now that it had started. "Two weeks ago, she knocked over my tea set. The antique one, the only thing I have from my grandmother. She was gesturing while talking. Her whole body is always involved in every sentence, and her elbow caught the shelf. Three cups and the teapot, shattered."
Elizabeth made a sympathetic sound.
"Early last month she was helping me in the garden and pulled up every single dahlia shoot, thinking they were grass." Raisa's voice had gone flat now, reciting damages like an insurance claim. "Years of dividing and nurturing, specific varieties I'd collected. Gone in twenty minutes because she wasn't paying attention to what I'd shown her, what I'd explained carefully before we even went outside."
"The ADHD makes focusing difficult for her," Elizabeth said gently.
"I know." She did know. Intellectually, she understood that Kenz's brain worked differently, that the medications helped but didn't eliminate the challenges, that her granddaughter's chaos wasn't willful misbehavior. "I know it's not her fault. That's what makes it harder, somehow. I can't even be properly angry because she's trying so hard, and she feels terrible when things go wrong, and she loves me and wants my approval so desperately it breaks my heart."
The words kept coming. "Her mother called me yesterday and asked if Kenz could come over tomorrow to help with some yard work. She said it so hopefully: Kenz had been talking about wanting to help Grandma with the garden, wanting to make up for the dahlias. And I said yes, because what else could I say? But I've been dreading it. Actually dreading time with my own granddaughter. What kind of person does that make me?"
"It makes you human," Elizabeth said.
Raisa shook her head, though whether in denial or acknowledgment even she wasn't sure. They'd reached the highway now, and she merged into light traffic with practiced ease, grateful for the task that gave her hands and eyes something to do.
"My mother drank," Raisa said after a long pause, the words emerging from somewhere deep and usually locked. "Not socially. Not a glass of wine with dinner. She drank the way some people breathe. By the time I was Kenz's age, I'd learned to read the signs. How her movements changed as the evening progressed, how her voice transformed, how the entire atmosphere of our house shifted depending on whether she'd had two drinks or five."
Elizabeth listened, her attention absolute but undemanding.
"I learned to control what I could control," she continued. "Keep things quiet. Keep things orderly. Don't provoke chaos, because chaos meant danger, meant things breaking, meant uncertainty and fear and having to manage situations no child should have to manage."
She'd never said this out loud before, not in so many words. Not to her daughter, Claire, not to her late husband, certainly not to herself.
"I thought I'd dealt with all that," she said. "Decades of being a functional adult, of building a life that worked, of being the reliable person other people count on. I thought I'd moved past letting childhood fears dictate adult reactions. But when Kenz comes over with all that energy, all that beautiful, exhausting, relentless chaos, I feel something in me clench up tight. It’s like I'm eleven again, trying to keep the world from spinning out of control."
"Our early patterns run deep," Elizabeth said. "Deeper than we usually want to admit."
They drove in silence for a while. Raisa felt simultaneously lighter and more exposed, as if confession had removed protective weight but left her vulnerable to elements she'd forgotten how to weather.
"I don't want to be the grandmother who can't enjoy her granddaughter," she said finally. "I don't want to count down the hours until she leaves, or feel relief when her mother picks her up, or brace myself before visits like I'm preparing for something to endure rather than enjoy. But that's what's happening, and I don't know how to stop it."
"Have you talked to her mother about it?"
Raisa's laugh came out bitter. "And say what? That her daughter is too much for me to handle? That I'm not capable of managing a few hours with an eleven-year-old? Claire is already overwhelmed trying to balance work and Kenz's needs. The last thing she needs is me admitting I can't cope either."
Elizabeth was quiet for a moment, her attention seemingly on the landscape passing outside her window; the strip malls giving way to more developed areas, the signs indicating they were approaching the medical complex.
"You know I work with herbs," Elizabeth said finally.
She glanced over, surprised by the apparent non sequitur. "Of course."
"My grandmother taught me, and her grandmother taught her. Knowledge passed down through generations, combined with what I've learned from books, from experimentation, from paying attention to what works." Elizabeth's voice had taken on a different quality. It was still gentle, but with an undercurrent of something more intentional. "People come to me with various struggles. Anxiety. Sleeplessness. Nervous energy that needs calming."
Raisa felt something shift within her, though she couldn't name it yet.
"I have a compound," she continued carefully. "Something I've made variations of for people who struggle with racing thoughts, and with an energy that outpaces their ability to direct it productively. It supports the body's own rhythms, helping create a sense of calm focus."
"For children?" Raisa heard herself ask.
"I've used similar formulations for adults dealing with various forms of restlessness." Elizabeth's tone was precise now, the way it got when she discussed her herbalism: part scientist, part practitioner of old knowledge. "The principle is the same. It’s working with the body's natural tendencies rather than against them."
They'd reached the medical complex. Raisa pulled into the parking lot, found a space near the entrance Dr. Patterson's office occupied, and turned off the engine.
"I'm not suggesting more medication," Elizabeth said. "And I would never presume to interfere with what Kenz's doctors have already prescribed. But if you felt it might help during her more challenging moments, I could prepare something. Something gentle that might take the edge off the most intense energy."
Raisa sat still, her hands resting on the steering wheel though the van was no longer moving. Part of her recognized this as the moment she should ask questions, should carefully consider, should apply the same caution she brought to all decisions. But another part, the exhausted part that had been dreading tomorrow's visit, the part that remembered pink pillowcases and shattered teacups and destroyed gardens, felt something dangerous crystallizing into hope.
"Would it..." she started, then paused, trying to frame the question properly. "Would it hurt her?"
"No," Elizabeth said firmly. "I would never offer something that could cause harm. It's made from plants, carefully measured and prepared. At worst, it would do nothing at all. At best, it might provide a few hours of calmer focus."
"And you've used this successfully before?"
"Variations of it, yes. For people dealing with anxiety, with racing thoughts, with a nervous energy that needed gentling."
Raisa turned to look directly at her friend . Elizabeth's face was open, concerned, clearly sincere in her offer to help. There was no judgment there, no condemnation for Raisa's struggles. Just the same practical kindness Elizabeth brought to all her interactions.
"If you're interested," Elizabeth said, "I could prepare a small amount. You'd need to be careful with the dosage: one drop, no more, mixed into food or drink. And it's important that you tell her what you're giving her, that she knows and consents. The body responds better to things when the mind understands and accepts them."
Raisa nodded, filing away the instructions even as part of her brain noted them with something like warning bells she wasn't quite ready to hear.
"I'll have my appointment now," Elizabeth said, gathering her purse and opening her door. "Think about it while I'm inside. No pressure either way. But the offer stands if you'd like help."
She disappeared into the medical building, moving with the slightly stiff gait of someone whose joints protested chilly mornings. Raisa watched her go, then sat alone in the van with the engine ticking as it cooled and her thoughts spinning in directions she recognized as potentially dangerous but couldn't quite bring herself to redirect.
The problem was that Elizabeth's offer made sense. It wasn't like drugging someone. Not really. It was herbs, natural compounds, things people had used for centuries to support health and well-being. Elizabeth was knowledgeable, careful, and had used similar preparations successfully before. And it would just be for tomorrow, just to help make the visit manageable, just to give both Raisa and Kenz a chance to enjoy each other's company without the constant undercurrent of chaos and damage control.
Raisa pulled out her phone and scrolled absently through messages she'd already read, anything to occupy her hands while her mind circled. She thought about tomorrow, about Kenz arriving with her characteristic explosive enthusiasm, and about her garden beds with perennials that needed careful dividing and mulching before winter came. She imagined trying to explain which plants to keep and which to remove, watching Kenz's attention scatter to an interesting beetle or rock and come back to find more destruction despite the best intentions.
Or, she imagined the same scenario with Kenz just slightly calmer, slightly more focused, able to listen and retain, and work carefully. Able to enjoy the time together without the exhaustion that always followed. 
When Elizabeth emerged forty-five minutes later, Raisa already knew her answer. She waited until they were back on the highway, heading toward the fabric store Elizabeth had mentioned, before speaking.
"That compound you mentioned," she said, keeping her voice carefully neutral. "If it's not too much trouble, I think I'd like to try it."
Elizabeth nodded. "I can prepare something this evening, have it ready for you before you leave." She paused, then added with careful emphasis, "Remember: only one drop, and make sure Kenz knows what you're giving her. Consent matters, even when we're trying to help. Especially then."
"Of course," Raisa said, though even as she spoke, she felt uneasy. "I understand."
They finished the drive in companionable silence, stopping at the fabric store where Elizabeth selected materials for a quilt one of her daughters was making, then heading back toward the farm. The fall landscape rolled past, beautiful in its decline, everything preparing for dormancy, for the season of rest that preceded renewal.
When they pulled into the farm drive, Elizabeth asked Raisa to wait a moment while she went inside. She returned carrying a small glass vial, no bigger than Raisa's thumb, filled with liquid the color of spring leaves. She placed it carefully in Raisa's palm, and it was surprisingly cool to the touch.
"One drop," Elizabeth repeated. "Mixed into food or drink. And tell her what you're giving—"
"I will," Raisa interrupted, not wanting to hear the warning again because hearing it meant acknowledging the part of her that was already planning to skip that instruction. "Thank you, Elizabeth. I really appreciate this."
Elizabeth looked at her for a long moment, and Raisa had the uncomfortable feeling of being seen more clearly than she wanted, but then her friend simply nodded and stepped back from the van.
"I hope it helps," she said. "And Raisa? Be careful. Sometimes the help we think we need isn't the help that actually serves us."
Raisa thanked her again and drove away, watching the farm recede in her rearview mirror until the road curved and trees blocked the view. The vial sat in her cardigan pocket, a small weight she touched every few minutes, just to confirm its presence.
It was just herbs; she told herself. Just a little help to make tomorrow manageable. Elizabeth had said it was safe, saying she'd used similar
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