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A SHORT STORY

What I Owe Him
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I didn’t choose this story.
But I will choose how it ends.

You’ll learn that there are limits.
And that your life… is hanging by a thread I’m about to cut.

 

 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

 

 

The phone rang at dawn.

I didn’t check the time. At my age, you learn to recognize the calls that should never come. The sound was too sharp, too clear, like a blow struck in an empty room.

It took me a few seconds to sit up. My joints protested, but my mind was already alert. Bad news has a smell, a weight in the air. I felt it immediately.

I answered.

 

“Mrs. Stanthrop?”

A young voice. Young people don’t know how to deliver pain yet. They hesitate, they breathe too loudly.

“Yes,” I said.

“This is Saint Andrew Hospital. Your grandson, Peter… he was admitted during the night.”

I closed my eyes. Not out of weakness. Out of focus.

“What happened?”

A silence. I heard it form, swell, like a wave gathering itself before it breaks.

 

“He was assaulted. He’s alive, but very shaken. We need you to come as soon as possible.”

 

I didn’t speak for a moment. I think the young woman on the phone believed I hadn’t understood. But I had. Too well. Words weren’t necessary. I could already feel the crack inside me—clean, cold, irreversible.

“I’m coming.”

I hung up.

 

The house fell silent again, but it wasn’t the same silence. This one had weight. It settled in like an intruder. I got dressed slowly. Not because my mind was slow—because I was methodical. Every gesture brought me back to a simple truth: I had to stay upright. I had to stay clear. Peter needed me.

 

But it wasn’t just that. As I slipped on my coat, something stirred. An old part of me, buried for years. A part I had hoped never to meet again.

 

I wasn’t thinking about the hospital. Or the doctors. Or even Peter, not yet.

I was thinking about the one who did this. And I already knew I would find him.

I stepped outside. I closed the door behind me.

And in the sharp click of the lock, I understood that I would never come back quite the same.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART 1

Eveline Stanthrop
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One day earlier…

 

I heard him coming down the stairs before he even touched the railing. Peter has never been discreet. At thirteen, he has the grace of a kitten trapped in a shoebox. But that morning, he was even louder than usual. As if every step resisted him.
I didn’t say anything.

At that age, asking questions is like turning on a spotlight in the middle of the night—it scares away everything you were trying to see. He walked into the kitchen, hair a mess, backpack half open.
“You’re going to be late,” I simply said.

He shrugged. Not a real shrug. One of those that means leave me alone.
I watched him as he grabbed an apple. He didn’t look at me.

Peter always looks at me. Even when he’s angry. Especially when he’s angry.
“Did you sleep badly?”
“I’m fine.”
A lie.
Short, sharp, poorly wrapped.

Teenagers don’t know how to lie, but they try anyway. It’s almost endearing. He circled the table like he was searching for something to do with his hands.
“Do you want me to make you a sandwich?”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
He still didn’t look up.

Peter isn’t a difficult child. He’s sensitive—maybe too much. He gets that from his mother. And from me, if I’m being honest. But that morning, he held himself in a way I didn’t recognize, shoulders tight, as if he were trying to make himself smaller.
“Do you want me to walk you there?”
He finally lifted his eyes.
“No, Grandma. I can go by myself.”
He said it too quickly.

As if the answer had been prepared since the night before. I let him go. I’m not the kind of woman who holds people back when they want to run. I know what running feels like. I’ve done it all my life. When the door closed behind him, a cold draft went straight through my chest. Not real cold.

A premonition. One of those that cling to your bones and refuse to leave. I told myself I was being ridiculous. He was thirteen. He had the right to have secrets. But all day, I kept thinking about his shoulders. His too‑quiet voice. That look he didn’t want to give me.

And if I had been a wiser woman, maybe I would have understood that something had already begun that morning.

But I’m not wise.
I’m Eveline Stanthrop.
And I only learn things once it’s too late.
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Today…

 

I was driving without really seeing the road. My hands knew what to do—they always have. I was just trying to understand how anyone could say words like assaulted and Peter in the same sentence. It sounded wrong, like two puzzle pieces that were never meant to fit together.

 

The light turned green and I didn’t move. A horn behind me snapped me back to reality. I pulled forward, too fast, too sharply. I didn’t have the luxury of being a distracted old woman today.

 

I kept thinking about his face that morning. His hunched shoulders. That “I’m fine” that wasn’t fine at all. I should have insisted. I should have looked at him longer. I should have… No. Should haves are just another way to punish yourself. And I didn’t have time for that.

 

I turned left toward the hospital. The building appeared, gray and massive, like a warning. Something tightened inside me, a cord pulled too hard. No panic. No fear. Just a determination that surprised even me.

 

I parked. Cut the engine. Silence fell all at once—heavy, almost physical. I stayed seated for a few seconds, hands on the wheel, as if stepping out of the car would make something irreversible happen.

 

Then I told myself: He’s in there alone. And I’m out here.

 

So I opened the door.

The air smelled like rain that would never come. The hospital’s automatic doors slid open in front of me, mechanical, indifferent. I walked in, my heart beating too fast for a woman my age.

 

I wasn’t afraid.

That was the most unsettling part.

I wasn’t afraid at all.
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The nurse led me to room 214. She was talking, I think. Technical words, reassuring phrases, the kind of things people say just to fill the air. I wasn’t listening. I was staring at the door at the end of the hallway, the one with the small round window. The one where my grandson was. When she opened it, I felt my heart tighten. Not break. No. Tighten, like a hand closing into a fist.

 

Peter was sitting on the bed, knees pulled up, arms wrapped around them. He was wearing an oversized hospital T‑shirt. His hair was a mess. His eyes… his eyes were somewhere else.

 

He saw me.

And he lowered his head.

 

That’s when I knew something had truly happened. Because Peter never lowers his head with me. Never.

“Peter… sweetheart.”

 

I walked toward him slowly, as if I were afraid of scaring him. Ridiculous. He was my grandson. But he held himself like a wounded animal who no longer knows whether the approaching hand will heal him or finish him off.

 

I sat on the edge of the bed. Not too close. Not too far. Just close enough for him to know I was there, but far enough that he didn’t have to touch me if he didn’t have the strength.

“I’m fine, Grandma,” he whispered.

A lie.

A lie so fragile it could have shattered just by being spoken.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?”

He shook his head. Not a real no. A no that means I can’t.

 

His fingers were trembling. He hid them in the folds of the sheet, as if I wouldn’t notice. I watched him. And something rose inside me. Not fear. Not sadness. But a slow, deep, methodical anger. An anger that doesn’t burn. An anger that calculates. I didn’t know yet who it was aimed at. But it had already chosen its target. I could feel it.
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