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The Woodshail
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WHEN YOU FIRST MEET Mary Woodshail, you wouldn't think there's anything unusual about her. She looked like the girl next door, the one who always smiled politely, the one who never forgot her homework, and the one who never raised her voice even when provoked. Pretty, soft-spoken, with hair that smelled of lavender shampoo and a way of walking that seemed too graceful for the dusty roads of Jamestown.

Jamestown itself was small, like the kind of town where everyone knew everyone else's dog by name. Its streets were lined with tall maples and creaky white fences, and the houses looked as though they had grown roots into the earth generations ago. Mary lived in one such house—an old but beautiful wooden cottage with green shutters and a porch that creaked in the rain. Inside lived the only person Mary ever truly loved—her grandmother, Henry Woodshail. People in the town found it strange that the old woman's name was Henry, but no one questioned it for long.

She was the kind of woman who commanded respect without ever raising her voice. And when it came to Mary, Henry was everything—mother, father, friend, teacher, protector. Mary's parents had died when she was barely four. The memory of them was hazy—sometimes a scent, sometimes a voice that echoed like a forgotten lullaby—but it was Henry who had become the constant in Mary's life. Henry, who held her hand through every storm. Henry, who taught her how to tie her shoelaces, braid her hair, pray at night, and be kind to strangers.

Their routine was as simple as it was sacred. Every morning, Henry would wake up early, her frail hands lighting the old gas stove, making the house smell like coffee and cinnamon. Mary would sit at the small wooden dining table, eating fresh apple pie or pudding—Henry's specialty—before heading off to the College of Peter Parker, where she was completing her degree.

Mary was a good student. No, actually, she was the kind of student every teacher secretly wished all their students would be—quiet, intelligent, and respectful. She always sat in the second row (never the first, never the last), listened more than she spoke, and somehow had this ability to make everyone like her. If someone dropped their books in the hallway, Mary was the first to bend down and help. If a teacher seemed upset, Mary stayed back to ask if they were okay. But for all her politeness and smiles, Mary was not like the other girls her age. She wasn't obsessed with parties, boys, or fashion trends. Her world was small—just Jamestown, her college, and Henry.

One late afternoon, as the sun melted into a golden orange sky and the air smelled faintly of damp grass, Mary sat cross-legged on the porch, her head resting on Henry's lap.

"Granny," she said softly, "can I ask you something?" Henry put her knitting down and brushed a strand of hair from Mary's face. "Of course, sweetheart. You can ask me anything."

Mary hesitated. She always hesitated when she wanted to talk about the future. It scared her—this idea that time was rushing forward, that life could change, that one day her grandmother might not be sitting on that porch with her. "What should I do in life?" Mary asked finally. "I mean... what should be my goal? What should be my aim?"

Henry smiled. It was the kind of smile that had both love and worry in it. "Tell me first, Mary. What do you want to do? What makes you happy? Will you be happy leaving Jamestown someday? Or do you want to stay here forever?"

Mary frowned, as though the thought of leaving her town was an insult. "No, Granny. I don't want to go anywhere. I want to be here only. With you."

Henry chuckled, her wrinkled hand gently tapping Mary's cheek. "But sweetheart, everyone leaves someday. Even I will, one day. And you will have to move out for your higher studies, for your career."

Mary sat up quickly, her big brown eyes wide with determination. "No," she said, almost like a stubborn child. "I will never leave you. You raised me, Granny. Now it's my turn to take care of you. When you're old, I'll stay here and look after you. I'll make sure you have everything you need."

Henry's eyes softened, glistening slightly as though tears were trying to make an appearance. "My baby is growing up," she said, pulling Mary into a hug. "You're not my little girl anymore. You're becoming a young woman, and you're thinking about things like this."

Mary hugged her back tightly, as though afraid that letting go would somehow mean losing her. At that moment, with the sky turning dusky and the crickets beginning to sing, they made an unspoken promise to each other—that no matter what happened, no matter what storms came their way, they would face them together.

And that's where Mary's story truly begins. With love. With safety. With the warm apple pie on the table and her grandmother's soft humming in the background. With a heart full of dreams and a head full of ideals. What Mary didn't know was that life had a strange way of twisting even the purest of beginnings into something darker. That her love for her grandmother, so innocent and sweet, would one day become the very thing that trapped her.

But for now, she was just a girl in Jamestown. A girl who smelled of cinnamon and lavender. A girl who had no idea that her name would one day make headlines for all the wrong reasons.

There was something about Mary Woodshail that made her different. Maybe it was her quiet way of smiling at strangers, maybe it was the way she bent down to pet stray cats on the streets, or maybe it was simply the invisible halo of goodness that seemed to surround her. Whenever Henry and Mary stepped out together, people turned to look—not out of gossip or curiosity but with genuine admiration. Henry had lived in Jamestown all her life, and her reputation was spotless. She was the kind of woman who never turned away a hungry neighbor, who would sit by a sick friend's bed for hours and who believed that kindness was a duty, not a choice. And Mary? She was Henry's reflection, only younger and brighter, like the first ray of sunlight that pierces through the clouds after a storm.

"Good morning, Mrs. Woodshail!" the shopkeeper would call out every time Henry passed by with Mary. "Good morning, Mary!" children would shout, running to her with sticky hands and giggles.

Henry would just smile, holding Mary's hand proudly, almost as though the world needed to see that this beautiful, polite, brilliant girl belonged to her. In Jamestown, people noticed things. They noticed how Mary and Henry treated others, how they always stopped to ask about someone's health, and how they never left a festival or function without lending a hand. And slowly, Mary and Henry became not just respected but adored. At weddings, they were always the first to arrive, and when they entered, it was as though the entire hall shifted slightly—like someone had lit a lamp in a dark room. Conversations became softer, children stood straighter, and smiles grew wider.

"Those two bring good fortune with them," an old lady once whispered to her neighbor as Henry and Mary walked into a prayer gathering. Mary didn't know if it was true, but she liked hearing things like that. It made her heart warm and full, like she was living exactly the kind of life her grandmother wanted for her.

By the time Mary turned fourteen, she was becoming the talk of the town. Not in the shallow, gossipy way, but in the way people talk about someone they admire deeply. "Such a polite young girl," the priest said during Sunday mass. "She will go far," added the local teacher, nodding proudly as Mary walked past in her neat uniform, books clutched to her chest.

Henry would smile quietly whenever she heard such words. She didn't boast about Mary; she didn't have to. Mary was living proof of everything Henry had taught her—kindness, discipline, and humility.

Mary was also turning into the kind of girl who drew people in without even trying. The shy neighbor who rarely left her house would find herself stepping out just to wave at Mary. The grumpy postman would lighten up when Mary greeted him with a cheerful “Good afternoon!" And then there were the children. Children loved Mary. They followed her like little shadows, tugging at her dress, begging her to tell them stories or play games. And Mary never said no. If she saw a group of kids sitting by the dusty road, she would sit with them, teaching them silly clapping games or drawing shapes in the mud.

"You have magic, Mary," Henry told her once, watching her from the porch as a group of children surrounded her, their faces glowing with excitement. "Magic?" Mary asked, tilting her head. "Yes," Henry said with a knowing smile. "Not the kind you read in books. The kind that makes people feel safe and happy just by being near you."

Mary blushed at that. She never thought of herself as special. She was just... Mary. The girl who went to school, did her homework, baked apple pie with her grandmother, and fed stray kittens. But the truth was, there was something magnetic about her.

And with every passing year, that magnetism grew. By fifteen, Mary had turned into the heart of Jamestown. Children adored her, neighbors praised her, and even strangers felt comfortable talking to her. She seemed to absorb people's troubles like a sponge, listening quietly, nodding, and sometimes just smiling in a way that made everything feel lighter. She never sought attention, yet it found her anyway. And though Mary didn't realize it yet, this constant adoration, this constant need to be "the good girl," was beginning to shape her in ways she wouldn't understand until much later. It was teaching her to keep her own feelings locked away, to always appear calm, polite, and perfect, no matter what storm was brewing inside.

For now, though, she was just a teenager with a pure heart, a shy smile, and a growing place in the hearts of everyone around her.
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HENRY HAD ALWAYS BELIEVED Mary would do something meaningful with her life, but she never imagined it would begin so soon. The day Mary first started teaching, Henry had tears in her eyes. She stood quietly near the wooden gate of the school, watching her granddaughter from a distance. There she was—Mary Woodshail, no longer the little girl running around the porch but a young woman with her hair tied neatly, standing before a group of eager children with a blackboard behind her. Henry felt her heart swell with pride. This is my Mary,” she thought to herself, clutching her shawl. Mary wasn’t just teaching that day. She was smiling, laughing, crouching down to a child’s level, even feeding the youngest ones with her own hands. She didn’t just teach the alphabet or arithmetic; she told them stories, cracked little jokes that made them giggle, and made even the shyest children raise their hands and speak. ”It didn’t take long for her style of teaching to spread across Jamestown like wildfire.

“She is different,” the headmaster remarked to Henry one afternoon. “Other teachers... they teach. But your granddaughter? She makes the children feel like they matter.” Henry nodded silently, her eyes shining with pride. She knew this already. Mary had always been this way—nurturing, patient, and strangely magnetic. Children adored her, and not just the ones from her own school. Soon, news of Mary’s teaching style began to travel beyond their little schoolhouse
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