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      The second I walk in my mom’s front door, I want to melt into the floor. In her hand is clasped a lacy red pair of panties, balled up into a fist as she waves it in front of her boyfriend’s face.

      “Damon, you fucking cheat! I knew you were good for nothing. Just a big dick and six-pack abs and your smug face. You think you can get away with anything because you look like a movie star. Let me tell you something! I can get men twice as hot as you!”

      Damon stares down at my mom calmly, his chiselled jaw only showing hints of the tension he clearly feels. He spots me, and glances behind me towards the door, urging me silently to leave, but I can’t.

      He’s taking a tongue lashing he doesn’t deserve.

      Besides, my mom has always been quick to anger, and before long, it’s going to turn to tears. He’ll end up consoling her, and she’ll never believe that those panties didn’t belong to his mistress.

      But they don’t. I did a load of laundry last week when mine was broken, and my panties got misplaced. Until now.

      “Mom, they’re not from him. Those are mine.”

      She spins around, a familiar series of emotions forms a slideshow on her face. Confusion flicks to embarrassment, and embarrassment inevitably leads to a red-faced rage.

      After 19 years of living with her, I’d love to say I’m used to it, but I don’t think anyone can truly get used to such a mercurial parent. I shrink away, anticipating the barrage.

      “You? YOU? What the fuck would a girl like you need with this… this…” She holds up the panties with her index finger, the red lace swaying in the air between us. They look clean, if nothing else. Thank heaven for small favours. “This little… string… thing.”

      I hate that I take after my dad, with his fair skin and red hair, and how easily my face heats up when I’m humiliated. My arms fold across my chest and I try to remind myself that I’m not a child anymore, but she always makes me feel like one.

      “No wonder Jaxson broke up with you! Only whores wear this shit. And that little tank top! Look at her,” she says, gesturing to Damon, then to me. Apparently, all is forgiven between them now that her favourite punching bag is back on the premises.

      “She’s practically spilling out of that tiny top! I don’t know who raised her, but I sure didn’t teach her to go prancing around dressed like a skank.”

      “You raised me, mom,” I mutter back. Why’d she have to bring up Jaxson? He broke up with me a week ago because I ‘didn’t put out’. Stupidly, I’d run to her, crying as if she’d make me feel better. She held me and told me all men are trash, but a week later and it’s become nothing more than ammunition.

      “Gloria,” Damon rumbles, his voice tinged with a dark warning I’d never heard before. In all the years since my dad died, I hated every single one of the countless men she brought home. Damon was the first one I actually liked. He wasn’t just six-pack abs and a movie star face. He laughed at my jokes, he listened to what I had to say. He was clever and ten years younger than my mother, and I have no idea what he sees in her.

      Maybe this is just the first time she’s shown her true colours. Her jealous, violent anger that always lurked below the surface. They’ve been together almost a year. That’s an impressive feat to keep it so contained for that long.

      “What? You can’t possibly think it’s okay for a girl to go around like this?”

      “Mom.” I inhale, resisting the urge to fix my top. I’ve always been busty with a nipped waist, and she knows how hard it is for me to find things that fit well. There’s a bit of cleavage, sure, but she’s acting like I’m walking around in a micro-bikini.

      “It’s trashy! Vulgar even,” my mom carries on, venting her own rage on me, and not letting up. The worse the embarrassment, the longer it would last. So she must be really fucking embarrassed. “Are you trying to lure in every man you meet to fuck? Is that it?” she says, leaning her head forward.

      But something snaps then. Not in me, not in mom—she’d already snapped, of course—but in Damon.

      His deep, rumbly voice rises up as he puts himself between us, in a very real sense. Suddenly those strikingly broad, chiseled shoulders are like a stone wall between me and my mother’s wrath.

      “That is no way to talk to anyone, let alone your own daughter. And for what? Because you’re embarrassed you told me off over a simple mistake? That’s not reasonable behaviour, that’s not healthy,” he says in that steady voice of his that sounds like it would brook no interference.

      “You owe your daughter a deep, sincere apology,” he says, those big strong hands on his hips as he stands there, my guardian angel.

      I’m glad neither can see my face, because I’m in shock, sure, but also?

      No one has ever stood up to my mom before. No one has ever stood up for me to her, regardless of how many times she’s torn me down in front of others. I can’t hide my smile, the twinkle in my eyes shimmering with the tears that I refused to shed.

      There’s a long silence, and my smile fades as I realize… I’ve never been here before. I have no idea what my mom will do when confronted, and that’s scary. Damon’s presence is the only reason I don’t break down and cry, and when I hear a meek muttering, he tells her to speak up.

      “I won’t apologize to my own flesh and blood. I gave birth to her. She should be sorry for ruining my figure! My life!”

      “You were the adult, Gloria. She didn’t choose to be born.” Damon sounds so disappointed. No, something more than that. He’s sad. “I thought I knew who you were, but I was so wrong. I can’t be with someone filled with so much hate.”

      He ignores her angry wail, the gnashing of teeth, as he turns and puts a gentle hand on my shoulder.

      “Come on, Cindy. Your mom needs some time to think about what she’s done,” he says. He guides me gently away from the scene of my mom increasingly having a meltdown.

      “Well, get out! Both of you! Neither of you come back!”
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      We only barely hear my mom’s last words, because she’d not had the courage to say it when we were face to face.

      Damon and I walk out, his hand on my shoulder, my cheeks still flushed with humiliation. I hardly know what to say as we leave the house and head outside.

      “It’s just a tank-top…” I mutter aloud, barely audible, as he guides me to the passenger side door of his car.

      “Don’t you let her make you think otherwise,” he says as he holds the door open. It’s a nice car, new, and still smells like fresh leather. I slide into the seat, which isn’t as hot as I expect, considering the temperature outside. I guess he’d arrived soon before me.

      He joins me in the driver’s seat and pulls out, eager to put distance between us and her.

      “Sorry for getting involved. I just can’t let a woman tear another woman down. And a mother doing it to her own daughter… You know, when we started dating, and I found out she had a daughter, I instantly thought of you as my own. If nothing else, I’m glad I met her, if only because it let me meet you.” He smiles, and I notice the dimples in his otherwise rugged face. He should play a handsome cowboy in one of those films.

      He has the dark hair, the perfect five-o’clock shadow, and the gravelly voice
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