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Middlesbrough always smelled faintly of rain and iron.

Even on evenings when the sky wasn’t technically crying, the air felt damp enough to crawl inside your lungs and sit there. The kind of cold that didn’t slap you, it lingered. It pressed into the red-brick terraces, into the narrow pavements of Linthorpe Road, into the bones of the people who lived there.

Amara liked it that way.

The cold was honest.

Warmth made promises it couldn’t keep.

Her flat sat on the second floor of a renovated Victorian building in Linthorpe high ceilings, grey-painted walls, sharp white trim. Everything inside was deliberate. Controlled. Aesthetic in a way that suggested calm without ever actually being calm.

There were no family photographs.

No childhood keepsakes.

No framed drawings from primary school.

The only personal thing on display was a single abstract painting above the sofa jagged strokes of black slashed across a pale background. People often told her it looked angry.

She always said she liked the contrast.

Outside, wind moved through the trees lining the street, rattling the last stubborn leaves. It was late November. The sky had already darkened by four-thirty, and the orange streetlights cast a tired glow across wet pavement.

Amara stood at her kitchen counter, barefoot, a glass of red wine in her hand. She had kicked off her heels the moment she got home from the marketing firm near Centre Square. Long day. Client pitches. Forced smiles. Controlled confidence.

She was good at control.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. A text from Daniel.

Still coming over?

She stared at it for a moment before typing back.

Rain check. Knackered.

It wasn’t a lie but it wasn’t the whole truth either. Some nights she simply preferred silence. Preferred not being asked how she felt. Preferred not being seen too closely.

She lifted the glass to her lips when the doorbell rang.

One sharp chime.

She froze.

No one came over unannounced.

Not Daniel. Not colleagues. Not neighbours.

Another ring. Longer this time.

Her jaw tightened.

“Jesus,” she muttered, setting the glass down.

She walked toward the door slowly, irritation building with each step. Through the frosted glass pane beside the frame, she could see a shadow. A figure. Slight.

Probably a delivery mistake or someone fundraising.

She unlocked the door and pulled it open and the world tilted.

The woman standing there looked like a ghost someone had tried to piece back together.

Thinner than she remembered. Shockingly so. Her once thick auburn hair now dull and uneven, strands clinging weakly to a scalp that showed too much skin. Cheekbones sharp enough to cut. Skin pale with that unmistakable hospital tint, not just white, drained.

It was the eyes.

The same deep brown.

The same eyes that used to lean close and say, You’re my whole world, baby girl.

Amara hadn’t heard that voice in eighteen years.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The wind howled down the street, whipping at the woman’s long coat.

“Amara,” she said softly.

Her voice was rough. Not from cigarettes though there had been plenty of those once but from something deeper, something failing.

Amara’s fingers tightened around the edge of the door.

Her first instinct wasn’t sadness.

It wasn't a relief.

It wasn't a shock.

It was rage.

Hot. Immediate. Unapologetic.

“You’ve got some fucking nerve,” Amara said, her voice low and steady in a way that made it more dangerous.

Her mother swallowed. The movement looked painful.

“I know.”

That voice. That familiarity. It scraped against Amara’s skin like sandpaper.

“What are you doing here?” Amara demanded.

Her mother glanced briefly at the flat behind her, as if taking in the life she’d missed. “Can I come in?”

“No.”

The answer was automatic.

Sharp.

A car passed slowly behind her on the wet street, tires hissing against pavement. Somewhere down the road, a dog barked.

Her mother nodded once, like she had expected that response. Like she deserved it.

“I won’t take much of your time,” she said. “I just... I needed to see you.”

“You saw me,” Amara replied. “Congratulations. Now leave.”

The words felt good. Clean. Precise.

Her mother’s shoulders dipped slightly under the weight of them, but she didn’t step back.

“I’m ill.”

Amara let out a humourless laugh. “That sounds like your problem.”

“It’s cancer.”

The word hung there.

Heavy.

Ugly.

Unwanted.

Her mother said it like it was an apology.

Like the syllables themselves might make up for eighteen years of silence.

Amara stared at her.

She had imagined this moment before. Not like this not with the hollowed cheeks and trembling hands but she had imagined running into her somewhere, Tesco,Town Centre, a random street corner near North Ormesby.

In those fantasies, Amara was composed, cutting and untouchable.

She hadn’t imagined feeling that strange flicker in her chest now, not pity exactly. Something more dangerous.

Memory.

“What kind?” Amara asked before she could stop herself.

Her mother’s eyes flickered with something like surprise. “Ovarian. Stage four.”

The wind cut through the space between them.

Stage four.

Even Amara knew what that meant.

“How long?” she asked, hating that her voice had lost some of its edge.

“They’re saying... twelve months. Maybe less.”

The silence that followed was deafening.

A year.

Three hundred and sixty-five days after eighteen years of nothing.

Amara’s mind betrayed her with an image of a six year old girl sitting on the front step of their terraced house in North Ormesby, pink suitcase beside her watching the road.

Waiting.

Waiting until the streetlights came on.

Waiting until Gran pulled her back inside.

She had stopped waiting when she was ten.

“You don’t get to do this,” Amara said quietly.

Her mother’s brow creased. “Do what?”

“Turn up on my doorstep with a terminal diagnosis like it’s some grand fucking gesture.”

Tears welled in the older woman’s eyes, but she didn’t let them fall. “It’s not a gesture.”

“Then what is it? Guilt? Fear?”

“Yes.”

The honesty caught Amara off guard.

“Yes,” her mother repeated. “It’s all of that and more.”

She shifted her weight slightly, as if standing was exhausting. “I’m not here to make excuses.”

“Good,” Amara snapped. “Because I’m not interested in hearing them.”

Her mother nodded slowly. “I left. I know what I did.”

“You don’t,” Amara shot back, anger rising again. “You have no idea what you did.”

Her voice cracked then just slightly and she hated herself for it.

“You think you left a child,” she continued, stepping forward now, keeping the door between them like a barrier. “You didn’t, you detonated one.”

Her mother flinched.

“Do you know what it’s like,” Amara went on, words spilling faster now, “to sit in a school hall on Mother’s Day and pretend you’re not watching every other kid hand over handmade cards? To tell teachers you don’t need anyone called when you get sick because you’ve got it handled? To grow up thinking maybe if you’d been quieter, or better, or less fucking needy, she might have stayed?”

Her breathing had quickened. She could hear her pulse in her ears.

Across the street, curtains twitched.

Middlesbrough loved a bit of drama.

“I was six,” she said, her voice dropping to something almost broken. “Six.”

“I know,” her mother whispered.

“No, you don’t.”

The woman in front of her looked smaller somehow, diminished. The confident, reckless force Amara remembered had been replaced with something fragile.

“I thought I was protecting you,” her mother said.

Amara barked out a sharp laugh. “From what? Yourself?”

A pause.

“Yes.”

That word again. Honest. Unadorned.

The admission unsettled her more than any excuse would have.

Her mother continued carefully. “Things were bad, Amara. Worse than you knew. I was drinking too much. I was with a man who—” She stopped herself, swallowing. “It wasn’t safe.”

“And abandoning me was?”

“I thought your gran could give you stability.”

“And you couldn’t?”

Silence answered that.

Amara’s nails dug into her palm.

“I didn’t come here for forgiveness,” her mother said finally. “I don’t deserve it.”

“Finally, something we agree on.”

“I came because I don’t want to die without at least trying to see you to know you.”

The audacity of that statement made Amara’s vision blur with fury.

“You don’t get to *know* me,” she said. “You forfeited that right.”

Her mother nodded, as if she’d rehearsed this humiliation and accepted it as payment.

“I’m asking for time,” she said quietly.

Amara stared at her.

“Time?” she repeated.

“A year. However long I have. I just... I’d like the chance to be in your life. Even if you hate me the entire time.”

The wind gusted hard, pushing her coat against her thin frame.

“You think twelve months fixes eighteen years?” Amara asked.

“No,” her mother replied. “But that is all I’ve got left.”

The streetlight flickered above them.

Amara looked at this woman, this stranger who carried her face in an older form. The fine lines around her mouth. The tremor in her fingers. The way illness had stripped her down to something painfully human.

Rage still burned but beneath it, something cracked.

Despite everything,  despite the abandonment, the silence, the birthdays missed,  this was the woman who had once kissed her scraped knees. Who had once held her through thunderstorms who had once taught her how to tie her laces.

Memories were cruel like that.

They didn’t die just because you wanted them to.

“You should go,” Amara said finally, her voice tired now instead of sharp.

Her mother’s shoulders sagged, but she nodded. “Alright.”

She reached slowly into her coat pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

“My number,” she said. “In case you decide... anything.”

Amara didn’t take it at first.

Then, after a beat too long, she snatched it from her hand.

Their fingers brushed.

The contact was electric.

Unfamiliar.

Wrong.

Her mother stepped back onto the pavement and for a moment, they simply looked at each other.

“I’m sorry,” her mother said.

Not dramatic. Not theatrical.

Just broken.

Amara felt the word land somewhere deep somewhere she’d buried years ago.

She said nothing.

Instead, she closed the door.

The click of the lock sounded louder than it should have.

Inside, the flat felt different now. Smaller. Colder.

She leaned back against the door, sliding down until she was sitting on the floor, knees pulled to her chest.

Her hands were shaking.

Cancer.

Twelve months.

A year.

After eighteen years of absence.

She let out a shaky breath that turned into something dangerously close to a sob but she swallowed it down.

She had built this life brick by brick, controlled, ordered, safe and with one knock at the door, the past had walked back in.

Outside, in the damp Middlesbrough night, her mother’s footsteps faded down the pavement.

Inside, Amara stared at the folded paper in her hand like it was a live grenade.

She told herself she wouldn’t call.

She told herself she didn’t care but long after the street went quiet, long after the wine sat untouched on the counter, she remained on that floor heart pounding, anger tangled with something far more dangerous.

Time and whether she wanted it or not, the clock had just started ticking.

***
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AMARA DIDN’T SLEEP.

She lay in her bed staring at the ceiling while Middlesbrough shifted through the dark hours outside her window. Somewhere around two in the morning, rain started tapping against the glass light at first, then steady, like fingers drumming impatiently.

Her phone sat on the bedside table.

The folded piece of paper with her mother’s number lay beside it.

She hadn’t thrown it away.

That irritated her more than anything else.

By six-thirty, the sky was a dull, bruised grey. The kind of morning that felt unfinished. She showered, dressed in tailored black trousers and a crisp cream blouse, and tied her hair back into a tight, controlled knot.

Professional, Polished, Unshakeable.

She stared at her reflection for a long moment.

Same brown eyes.

That thought made her jaw tighten.

At work, she was sharp. Focused. She delivered a campaign proposal without missing a beat. Her colleagues laughed at something she said, she even smiled.

But her mind kept drifting.

Twelve months.

Stage four.

*I don’t want forgiveness. I want time.*

By noon she couldn’t concentrate anymore.

She told herself it was curiosity. Nothing more. Just verification. She needed to see proof. Medical records. Something concrete. Not just a dramatic doorstep confession.

At three-thirty, she left early.

The sky had opened up again, rain soaking the pavements around Centre Square. She drove without thinking too much about it, wipers scraping back and forth in restless rhythm, until she reached a small, tired-looking hotel near the outskirts of town.

Her mother had written the name on the back of the paper.

Temporary, it had said.

Of course it was temporary. Her whole existence was temporary now.

Amara sat in the car for a full five minutes before getting out.

Don’t do this, she told herself but she already had.

Inside, the hotel smelled faintly of old carpet and cheap air freshener. The receptionist barely glanced up when Amara asked for the room number.

Room 17.

Second floor.

She walked down the narrow hallway, heart pounding harder than she wanted it to.

When she knocked, the door opened almost immediately.

Her mother stood there in loose joggers and an oversized jumper that swallowed her frame. Up close, she looked worse than she had the night before. Dark circles under her eyes, lips pale.

“You came,” she said quietly.

“Don’t get excited,” Amara replied, stepping inside without waiting for permission. “I’m not here for a reunion.”

The room was small. One bed. One chair. A kettle in the corner. A suitcase half-unpacked on the floor.

It looked like someone waiting to leave.

Her mother closed the door gently.

“You look well,” she said.

“Don’t,” Amara snapped. “Don’t do small talk. We’re not doing that.”

Her mother nodded once. “Alright.”

“Show me.”

“Show you?”

“Proof. Hospital letters. Diagnosis. Something that says this isn’t some manipulative bullshit.”

The words were brutal, but they landed without resistance.

Her mother moved slowly to the bedside table and picked up a folder. She handed it over without argument.

Amara flipped it open.

NHS letterhead. Test results. Oncology appointments scheduled at James Cook University Hospital.

Her eyes scanned phrases she wished she didn’t understand.

Advanced carcinoma.

Metastatic spread.

Palliative care discussions.

Her throat tightened despite herself.

“You’re not lying,” she said quietly.

“No.”

Silence settled between them.

Rain tapped against the small window.

“So that’s it then?” Amara said after a moment. “You show up, drop the cancer bomb, and expect what exactly?”

“I don’t expect anything.”

“That’s not true.”

Her mother’s hands twisted together nervously. “I hoped you might... Give me a chance.”

“A chance?” Amara’s voice rose. “You don’t get to come back.”

The words hung in the air, sharp and final.

“You lost the right to call yourself my mother the day you walked away.”

There it was.

The thing she’d been holding in for eighteen years.

Her mother didn’t argue.

Didn’t defend herself.

She just stood there and absorbed it.

“You’re right,” she said.

The agreement disarmed Amara more than anger would have.

“You think saying that makes it better?”

“No.”

“Then why say it?”

“Because it’s true.”

Her mother took a slow breath. “I don’t deserve the title. I don’t deserve much of anything from you.”

“Finally,” Amara muttered.

“But I’m still your mum,” she added softly. “Whether I earned it or not.”

“Don’t call yourself that.”

“Alright.”

The obedience felt wrong.

Amara had prepared for excuses. For blame-shifting. For dramatic tears.

Instead, she was met with surrender.

“I don’t want forgiveness,” her mother said again, her voice steady despite the tremor in her body. “I want time.”

“There isn’t any,” Amara shot back. “Not for us.”

“There’s some,” she said. “Not enough,but some.”

Amara laughed bitterly. “You were eighteen years old.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. You don’t know what eighteen years feels like when you’re the one left behind.”

Her chest burned now.

“Do you know how many times I rehearsed what I’d say if I ever saw you again? How many times I imagined telling you to fuck off?”

She hadn’t meant to swear, but she didn’t take it back.

Her mother’s eyes glistened. “I imagined this too.”

“Oh, I’m sure you did.”

“I imagined you slamming the door in my face.”

“Maybe I should have.”

“You still can.”

That hit harder than it should have.

Because she could.

She could walk out right now. Block the number. Pretend last night never happened.

She’d done it before but the folder in her hands felt heavy.

Real.

“You look at me like I’m already dead,” her mother said quietly.

Amara swallowed.

“Maybe you are.”

A flicker of pain crossed her mother’s face but she nodded. “Probably.”

The honesty was exhausting.

“I was sick long before this,” she continued. “Not with cancer, with everything else. Addiction. Fear. Bad choices.”

Amara’s jaw tightened. “And I paid for it.”

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

“Yes.”

The room felt too small for the conversation.

“Why now?” Amara demanded. “Why not five years ago? Ten?”

“Because I was ashamed,” she admitted. “And then I was afraid. And then I convinced myself you were better off without me.”

“That’s convenient.”

“It’s pathetic,” her mother corrected softly.

The word hung there.

Pathetic.

It wasn’t a defense.

It was an indictment.

“I don’t want to die a stranger to you,” she said. “That’s it. That’s the truth. I don’t want my last thoughts to be wondering who you became.”

Emotion flickered across Amara’s face before she could suppress it.

“You don’t get to know who I became,” she said. “You weren’t there while I was thriving to become someone.”
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