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​Chapter 1: The Funeral
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The crisp autumn air, usually a balm to Leah Matthews’ soul, offered no solace as she stepped out of the rental car and onto the gravel driveway of St. Jude’s Lutheran Church. A muted chill, more profound than the mere temperature, seeped into her bones, a cold hand reaching from the raw earth where her grandmother, Mama Rose, now lay. It had been years since Leah had graced the worn steps of this small-town sanctuary, years she had deliberately placed between herself and the cloying embrace of Oakwood, Georgia. Now, the town held her captive once more, a silent sentinel to her grief, demanding her presence at the very event she had dreaded most. The scent of damp earth and wilting chrysanthemums clung to the air, an olfactory signature of finality that tightened her throat.

Even from a distance, the church appeared unchanged, its modest steeple reaching skyward as if in a perpetual plea. The stained-glass windows, depicting familiar biblical scenes, seemed to weep muted colors onto the manicured lawn, mirroring the tears Leah struggled to contain. She adjusted the lapels of her charcoal grey suit, the fabric feeling stiff and foreign against her skin, a stark contrast to the comfortable, lived-in clothes she usually favored. The dark lenses of her sunglasses offered a fragile shield against the inquisitive gazes she knew awaited her inside, and more importantly, against the stark reality reflecting in every polished surface.

Inside, the hushed murmur of congregants filled the air, a low hum of condolences and whispered prayers. The scent of old hymnals and polished wood mingled with the fainter, cloying sweetness of lilies, a combination that threatened to overwhelm her. The pews, dark with age and countless generations of worship, seemed to stretch endlessly towards the altar, where a simple wooden casket, adorned with a spray of white roses – Mama Rose’s favorite – rested with an almost unsettling stillness. A wave of dizziness washed over Leah, threatening to buckle her knees. This was it. The final, irrefutable proof that Mama Rose, the steadfast anchor of her tumultuous childhood, was truly gone.

She navigated the narrow aisle, each step feeling heavy, as if the weight of unspoken memories clung to her shoes. Faces, vaguely familiar from long-forgotten Sundays and holiday gatherings, turned towards her, their expressions a mixture of sympathy and curiosity. She offered a tight, polite smile, a practiced mask she’d perfected over the years to deflect scrutiny. Leah had always been an enigma in Oakwood, a free spirit who had bolted the moment adulthood offered her the keys to escape, leaving behind the quaint routines and deeply entrenched traditions of her upbringing. Her grandmother, however, had been an institution, a pillar of unwavering faith and quiet strength, her presence as fundamental to the town’s spiritual landscape as the church steeple itself.

Seated in the front pew, her Aunt Sarah, Mama Rose’s only surviving child, already wept softly into a lace-edged handkerchief. Her shoulders shook with silent sobs, a poignant testament to the profound bond she shared with her mother. Leah slid in beside her, offering a comforting squeeze to her aunt’s trembling hand. The gesture felt inadequate, a mere ripple against the tidal wave of grief. She tried to conjure a specific memory, a vivid recollection of Mama Rose, but her mind felt like a tangled knot of emotions, refusing to offer anything coherent. Instead, a fragmented montage of sights and sounds flickered: the gentle hum of Mama Rose’s old sewing machine, the smell of freshly baked bread wafting from her kitchen, the rhythmic cadence of her whispered prayers echoing through the thin walls of the farmhouse at dawn.

The service began, a solemn procession of hymns and eulogies. Pastor Davies, his voice raspy with age and emotion, spoke of Mama Rose’s unwavering faith, her tireless dedication to her community, and her legendary “prayer warrior” status. He recounted anecdotes of her quiet wisdom, her comforting presence in times of sorrow, and her uncanny ability to discern the true needs of those who sought her counsel. Leah listened, a peculiar blend of pride and unease swirling within her. Mama Rose had always been a deeply private woman, her spiritual life intensely personal, almost secretive. To hear it laid bare, however lovingly, felt like an intrusion, a public unveiling of something sacred.

As Pastor Davies’ voice resonated through the nave, Leah’s gaze drifted to the closed casket. Mama Rose, a woman who had seemed immortal in her quiet strength, now lay within its confines, her earthly journey concluded. A knot of regret tightened in Leah’s stomach. She hadn't visited often enough, hadn't called enough. Life in the bustling city, her demanding career, had always seemed to take precedence, pushing Oakwood and its gentle rhythms further and further into the periphery of her existence. Now, that periphery had become the painful center.

After the service, the procession moved to the cemetery, a serene patch of green nestled on a gentle hill overlooking the town. The air grew colder, and a fine mist began to descend, clinging to the branches of the ancient oak trees that dotted the landscape. The committal service was brief, punctuated by the rustle of leaves and the distant chirping of birds. As the casket was lowered, a finality settled over the scene, a heavy cloak of grief that seemed to silence even the wind. Leah felt a pang of raw, unfiltered sorrow, a feeling so acute it left her breathless. Mama Rose was truly gone, interred beneath the earth, her quiet legacy now left to ripple through the lives she had touched.

Following the burial, tradition dictated a repast at the church hall, a gathering designed to offer comfort and sustenance to the bereaved. Leah found herself swept into a tide of well-meaning condolences and sympathetic murmurs. Hands clasped hers, voices whispered their shared sorrow, and platters of casseroles and sweet tea circulated relentlessly. She tried to engage, to offer appropriate responses, but her mind felt detached, observing the scene as if from a great distance.

Amidst the swirling throng, a figure emerged, an elderly woman with sharp, observant eyes that seemed to pierce through Leah’s carefully constructed composure. Her face, a roadmap of wrinkles, was framed by wisps of silver hair escaping a tightly pinned bun. Leah vaguely recalled her from childhood Sundays, a quiet fixture in the back pews, always adorned in sensible shoes and a simple dress. This was Mrs. Eloise Jenkins, a woman known for her keen spiritual insights and, some whispered, a touch of the prophetic.

Mrs. Jenkins approached Leah slowly, her gaze unwavering. She didn't offer a traditional condolence, no whispered, "I'm so sorry for your loss." Instead, her gnarled hand, surprisingly strong, reached out and gently cupped Leah’s chin, turning her face to the light. Her eyes, a startling shade of pale blue, narrowed, as if discerning something unseen.

"You look just like her," Mrs. Jenkins stated, her voice a low, raspy whisper, barely audible above the general hum of conversation. Her grip on Leah's chin was firm, not unkind, but insistent. Leah felt an unexpected jolt, a strange tremor that wasn’t entirely due to the cool air or the lingering sorrow.

Before Leah could formulate a polite, dismissive response, Mrs. Jenkins leaned in closer, her voice dropping to an even lower register, imbued with an almost ancient gravity. "The gift's still in your blood."

The words hung in the air between them, an unsettling pronouncement that sent a shiver down Leah’s spine. The gift? What gift was she referring to? Leah had always prided herself on her pragmatism, her reliance on logic and reason. The concept of an inherited "gift," particularly one uttered with such solemnity at her grandmother’s funeral, struck her as antiquated, almost superstitious. She tried to pull away, a faint blush rising to her cheeks, but Mrs. Jenkins’ grip remained.

"Mama Rose... she carried a great burden, child," Mrs. Jenkins continued, her eyes now fixed on some distant point beyond Leah's shoulder, as if peering into another realm. "A heavy mantle. And now... it passes."

Leah’s brow furrowed. "Passes? What are you talking about, Mrs. Jenkins? My grandmother was a wonderful woman, a woman of great faith. But I don't understand what you mean by 'gift' or 'burden.'" She tried to keep her voice even, but a tremor of unease permeated her tone. The conversation felt bizarre, an unsettling digression from the solemnity of the day, yet Mrs. Jenkins’ intensity held her captive.

A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched Mrs. Jenkins’ lips, a knowing, weary expression. "Mama Rose prayed without ceasing. But not all prayers are for blessings, dear. Some are for protection. Some are for... discernment. She saw things. Knew things. Things that kept her on her knees." She paused, her gaze returning to Leah, sharp and piercing. "And you have her eyes. Her spirit. The Lord works in mysterious ways, child. He calls whom He chooses. And sometimes, the calling is inherited, like a family name or a distinctive feature."

The implication hung heavy in the air, a chilling whisper of a legacy Leah had never acknowledged, certainly never desired. She had always viewed Mama Rose's deep faith as admirable, a comforting anchor in the sometimes-turbulent waters of life, but never as something inherently transferable or, more unsettlingly, a "burden." Leah had chosen a life far removed from the quiet spiritual intensity that defined her grandmother, embracing the concrete realities of urban existence, where prayers were more often for parking spaces than for spiritual warfare.

"I... I appreciate your kind words about Mama Rose," Leah stammered, attempting to steer the conversation back to safer, more conventional ground. "She was truly special." She subtly tried to shift her weight, signaling her desire to disengage. The hall was growing warm, the air thick with too many bodies and too many emotions. She longed for the solitude of the open road, the anonymity of the highway.

But Mrs. Jenkins seemed oblivious to Leah’s discomfort. Her gaze remained fixed, almost unblinking. "Special, indeed. But her prayers... they were a shield. For this town. For her family. For you." Her voice dropped again, becoming a near-whisper. "Don't ignore the whispers, child. Don't dismiss what your spirit tells you. Mama Rose knew. And she prepared."

Prepared? Prepared for what? Leah felt a prickle of alarm. The old woman's words, cryptic and laden with unspoken meaning, tapped into a deep-seated unease that had always accompanied her visits to Oakwood. There was a quiet intensity about Mama Rose, a subtle undercurrent of something profound and almost supernatural that Leah had always instinctively sidestepped, explaining it away as the fervent piety of an older generation. Now, Mrs. Jenkins’ words hinted at something far more tangible, something that threatened to pull Leah into a world she had deliberately chosen to leave behind.

Finally, Mrs. Jenkins released Leah’s chin, her hand slowly retracting. She offered a final, lingering look, her eyes conveying a message that Leah couldn't quite decipher, a mixture of warning, sorrow, and perhaps even a touch of anticipation. Then, as silently as she had appeared, the old woman blended back into the crowd, leaving Leah standing alone, the weight of her words pressing down like a physical burden.

Leah remained rooted to the spot for a long moment, the hum of conversation around her fading into an indistinct drone. The warmth of the hall suddenly felt stifling, the scent of lilies cloying. Mrs. Jenkins’ words echoed in her mind, a discordant melody against the backdrop of her grief: "The gift’s still in your blood." "She prepared."

What was this "gift"? And what had Mama Rose "prepared" her for? Leah had always dismissed such notions as folklore, the quaint beliefs of a rural community. Yet, a cold tendril of apprehension, a premonition she couldn't rationalize, began to snake its way through her. Mama Rose had always been an enigma, a woman whose profound faith had seemed to grant her an almost otherworldly perception. But Leah had always attributed it to intuition, to a deep understanding of human nature honed by years of quiet observation. The idea of something more, something supernatural, felt both preposterous and strangely compelling.

She needed to escape, to breathe air untainted by the heavy atmosphere of mourning and unsettling pronouncements. Mumbling quick goodbyes to a few lingering relatives, Leah made her excuses, citing the long drive ahead. Her aunt Sarah, tear-streaked but understanding, merely squeezed her hand, urging her to get some rest.

Stepping back outside, the autumn air felt even colder than before, the mist now a fine drizzle that clung to her eyelashes. The sky had turned a bruised purple, promising an early night. She walked briskly to her rental car, fumbling with the keys, her hands slightly trembling. As she drove away from the church, the familiar landscape of Oakwood seemed to take on a new, more ominous character. The quaint houses, the towering oaks, even the distant fields stretching towards the horizon, seemed to hold unspoken secrets, to whisper hidden narratives.

The farmhouse, Mama Rose’s home, was now hers. The inheritance, once a practical matter of probate and paperwork, now felt laden with an unspoken weight. It wasn't just a house filled with memories; it was a place where Mama Rose had lived, and prayed, and perhaps, as Mrs. Jenkins implied, discerned. Leah had always harbored a complicated relationship
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