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      For Francesca “Sabeya” Anastasi, founder of International Shimmy Mob, and for all my Shimmy Mob bellydance sisters who have joined to raise funds for our local domestic abuse shelters throughout the years. It has been my absolute joy and honor to be a part of Shimmy Mob since the very first year in 2011 as the founder of Shimmy Mob Memphis and though I am now retired, my heart dances with you each year, even when my feet can’t.

      

      To all who have donated to the local domestic abuse shelters, I thank you with all my heart.

      Infinite love and gratitude to you all.
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        2011

        Little Creek, Virginia

      

      

      
      Navy SEAL Antonius (Tony) “Cutter” Cuttino slid his six-foot frame behind the wheel of his red Corvette. Starting the car up and then shifting gears, he pulled the car out of the garage and down the driveway before backing into the street.

      As he headed to Chicks Oyster Bar, he thought about his buddy’s upcoming wedding.

      Cutter getting married will change everything.

      Change, however, was a part of life.

      Chicks Oyster Bar, located at the Marina, was a big SEAL hangout.  This was where the guys would throw the bachelor party. Many SEALs married bartenders or waitresses they’d met there, and women looking to meet a SEAL knew it was a possibility that one of the fit, handsome guys who frequented the bar was a SEAL.

      Cutter had met his share of women at the bar, but none of those get togethers had lasted more than a month. He hadn’t been looking for anything long term. He’d entered the Navy, wanting to see the world first, without having to worry about a family or a permanent girlfriend.

      His grandmother was still living, and other than a large group of cousins, she was the only family he had in the states to come back to. His job as a SEAL suited his adventurous soul.

      Still fit and mentally sharp, his grandmother had her circle of friends and stayed busy, though she was always happy to hear from Tony or be surprised by his visits.

      Thinking of her, he reminded himself to call her tomorrow before the day was over.

      Reed Tindall “Railroad” aka “R.T.” would soon be getting married to Christie Anderson, a cute little floral designer who worked at Floral Blessings. R.T. had lucked out meeting Christie. With her blonde hair and curves, she looked like a gorgeous pin-up girl, and wearing 1940’s style dresses and heels which was her big hobby. If Cutter had been as lucky as R.T., and met a woman like Christie, he might have considered a permanent relationship too. He wouldn’t want her to get away.

      Glad he hadn’t met the woman of his dreams yet; he was happy for his friend.

      After Becky, the girl who’d sent him a chickenshit Dear John letter, Cutter made sure none of the girls he dated lasted longer than a month. He had fun, he treated women right, but he wasn’t about to get tied down. He made it clear that their fun was for a short time only. Anything else was a deal breaker. He wasn’t about to get his heart broken again by another damn letter.

      It was easier for a SEAL not to have a girl to worry about back home. There were women to be found in every port in the world. It wasn’t as if he lacked female companionship. Being a SEAL, and a tall dark and handsome Italian American, he drew women like a magnet.

      R.T. had been a carefree single man too, until meeting Christie. Then no other woman caught his eye. That was a sign, if anything were, that they were meant to be. But the couple had an unusual first meeting story.

      They’d met at the movie premiere of the Cole Kennick movie Stand and Deliver when they’d sat next to each other. A live shooter had entered the building.

      R.T. had taken out the shooter and then had to apply tourniquets to two men before they bled out.

      He’d saved Christie’s life, and then talked her through applying the second tourniquet to save the second man’s life. The way she’d handled herself had him seeing a side to her that drew him in beyond her blonde bombshell looks. Afterward he’d seen her safely home. From that night on, they’d dated constantly, and she became the only woman Railroad was interested in.

      Christie kept saying it was the worst and the best day of her life. While it wasn’t R.T.’s worst, he never talked to her about the worst day of his life, he agreed with Christie that it was the best day of his life too.

      Cutter had been with R.T. on the worst day of his life and had been one of the ones to save R.T. One of the team. They’d been on that mission together, and all come home together, which was nothing short of a miracle. It had knit them all tighter together than anything else would or could have and that bond of brotherhood was now unbreakable.

      Each man would be celebrating this wedding with everything a SEAL had in him, because each knew how short and precious life could be. This meant it was going to be one hell of a party. For many reasons.

      First was the theme. The bridal party would all be wearing 1940’s style clothing.

      Cutter looked forward to seeing the ladies dolled up and to swing dancing which sounded like fun. He’d never done any swing dancing, but Christie had arranged for an evening lesson for the whole wedding party.

      Cutter was a quick learner, like most SEALs.

      He’d have yet another skill to add to the ever-growing list of things he knew how to do. Watching his grandmother in her thirst for learning, he knew it was a lifestyle and a way of thinking that would keep him young. She seemed younger than her age, and her high spirits had a youthful way to them.

      Tonight, he was meeting the guys at the bar and getting the scoop on what else was planned for the bachelor party they were all looking forward to.  It would of course be at Chicks and involve shots, stories, and maybe a challenge or two.
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        * * *

      

      Partnered with one of Christie’s 1940’s group friends, Cutter looked forward to dancing. He watched as the first couple, who taught the dances, demonstrated the dance they’d be learning. Swing dancing was well named. He watched the couple swing around the floor, the man swinging the smaller woman as if she weighed hardly a thing.

      R.T. had a great big grin on his face as he looked at his fiancé. She wore a glow which was undeniable. Anyone viewing the scene could have picked out the bride to be as they both were clearly in love, and she wore that glow well-loved women often take on. R.T. couldn’t keep his hands off her, something Cutter wasn’t used to seeing. It made him grin. They were like a couple of teenagers.

      Cutters dance partner was a dark-haired girl with blue eyes. He’d always been drawn to dancers, loved their legs and the way they moved, so normally his dance partner would’ve held his attention and interest, but their chemistry was off, and her high-pitched laugh grated on his nerves more than a little.

      But when the music started, he set that aside and concentrated on learning the dance steps and moves so he could swing his partner around the room.

      At the end of the hour, it hadn’t been so bad. He’d kept her busy dancing not chatting, and the hour was up. It had been fun.

      Though he’d be paired with whoever Christie desired in the wedding party, he wouldn’t be escorting her as his date. He’d find a date. There was time. Too bad he couldn’t be paired with Tanya, Christies best friend who was beautiful and fun to talk to. But she already had a boyfriend, so that was a no go.

      It wasn’t as if he had trouble getting dates. He’d find someone.
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        * * *

      

      Local belly dancer “Zarifah” entered the dance studio late. She’d missed troupe rehearsal and was supposed to stay afterward to practice her veil solo where she could use the two walls of mirrors and the large space.

      Her apartment was much too small to spin around in with a veil, without knocking things over, and she couldn’t do that anymore. Not with the porcelain figurines Hassan had given her decorating the rooms.

      The beautiful gifts were too expensive and treasured by her to risk them, so she no longer danced in her apartment, even without a veil. She missed dancing there.

      Amina, the studio owner and troupe director, saw her coming through the door and said, “I wondered where you were,” then she took a few steps toward her, a frown coming over her face as she took a closer look and saw bruises covering the left side of Zarifah’s face. “Honey, what happened to you? Are you all right?”

      “He came back. Last night.” She spoke quiet, though there was no one else in the studio to hear her. It was still hard, sharing what had happened, even with one of her closest friends.

      “Oh no. Honey, who did that to you?” Their eyes met and then Amina’s eyes widened, as she realized who had done it. “Hassan.”

      “Yes.” Zarifah nodded. “Luckily, my neighbor, Mrs. Dieter, called the police. Or I might not be here with you tonight. He was so very angry.”

      “Come in,” Amina gently touched her elbow, to guide her in, and then pulled her hand back, as if afraid she might hurt her. “Was that okay? I don’t want to touch you where it hurts.”

      “Yes. I’ll be fine. I’m just a bit beat up at the moment.” She gave a slight shrug.

      Though this was a different kind of bruising, Zarifah had grown accustomed to bruises left by gymnastics when she was young and still learning. Her sights set on the Olympics, she and her coaches had pushed her hard back then.

      Bruising happened. You got over it.

      She set her jaw, summoning that determination which she’d learned at a young age training for the Olympics.

      Amina pulled a chair around for her. “Sit. Rest. I will make us some tea. Then I want you to tell me what happened.”

      “Okay.” Zarifah sat, but didn’t relax in the chair. She hadn’t relaxed since the night the man she’d thought she loved, who she thought had loved her, had turned into a monster. She wondered if she would ever relax again.

      Amina loved tea and any excuse to make it. Tonight was no exception. “Chamomile this evening, I think. It’s a soothing tea. Sound good?”

      Zarifah nodded and then watched her friend as she readied the small, portable tea maker, pouring water into it before starting the water to boil. Once the tea was ready, Amina would want her to tell everything that had happened with Hassan.

      Hopefully the bruises will be gone before our next performance. If not, I’ll have to bow out. Hassam will get his wish if I’m not dancing. I don’t want anyone taking photos or video of me looking like this.

      She had to tell Amina and she also needed to tell her that Hassan was dangerous, in case he ever showed up near any of the other dancers.

      They were used to him and wouldn’t see him as dangerous, so everyone needed to be told. It wouldn’t be right to keep it private and keep them in the dark.

      Security at the venues in their dance schedule wouldn’t have seen him before. She’d run through the list of places in her head, on the drive over, to remember if he’d ever come to watch her dance at any of them. He hadn’t.

      She wished she hadn’t burned all her pictures of him last night and blocked him on social media, when she’d been too upset to think she might need one photo of him. She’d been thinking she never wanted to see his face again.

      They would have to find a picture of him somewhere, somehow. To give to security.

      Maybe Amina can help.

      It was important that all their dance sisters be safe.
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        * * *

      

      Cutter was running late for the first half of the bachelor party at the Sweet Kitty Kat Club and didn’t want to miss the main event. They would watch the girls and then move on to Chicks for drinking games and hot chicks.

      Being on the SEAL teams meant you could be called away on short notice, for a good long time, and called away often. That made it hard on girlfriends, fiancés and wives. RT had worried that Christie might not be able to deal with the lifestyle.  But she was sure she wanted this. Time would tell, but they had a good chance of making it last.

      Christie was a good woman. R.T. had made a wise choice in her. She was a real cutie with her retro pinup outfits and good girl next-door good looks. The wedding party would be in n Navy dress uniforms for the men, and the women would be in vintage dresses like Marilyn Monroe would have worn. The kind that showed off their all curves. Cutter was all for that look and looking forward to all the eye candy at the wedding.

      He couldn’t have been happier for the couple. RT was happier than Cutter had ever seen him and Cutter could envision the two of them as a happily married gray haired couple in their twilight years together. He wanted that too, when he grew old.

      But that was far into the future. He was living in the now, the today. Because that was all anyone ever really had.

      Tonight, Cutter was running late to the party, but with any luck, the headline dancer wouldn’t have started yet. He enjoyed watching dancers, with their long legs that could wrap around a man, and their toned bodies, which moved in ways that made him think of moving with them in a more intimate way across the sheets.

      Dancers were hot. This first half of the party at the strip club should be good.

      He sped up, his mind on long legged females stripping.

      While he was glad for R.T., and their other buddy, SEAL Tanner “Diesel” Taylor who had a wife and two kids now, he wasn’t ready to find his own wife and settle down. He was too busy having fun in between deployments. Dating strippers was part of that fun.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Tony’s cell phone rang, vibration mode making it dance on the nightstand.

      He reached for the phone. His eighty-year-old grandmother was calling, so he answered. “Good morning, grandma,” he said as he glanced at the stripper sleeping next to him in his bed.

      “So Tony, when are you going to come home and see your grandmamma?” his grandmother asked.

      “Who’s on the phone, baby?” Tawny asked. She ran her hand up his thigh. “Come here.”

      His grandmother kept on as if she hadn’t heard the woman. “Nicki has three babies already and you never even married.”

      He turned away from Tawny, stood up and walked away, holding up a finger to her to wait. “Yes, Grandma, I know. Nicki has a new baby every year. I’m happy for her. She deserves the best.”

      Nicki was a neighborhood girl he’d dated in high school.

      Tawny got out of bed, and started pulling her clothes on. He watched her naked body as she covered it with clothes, while he listened to his grandma.

      Tawny had a great body. Long, sexy legs. Big breasts that bounced. She’d also gotten drunk last night after they got to his place and had been wild, as strippers often were. One thing he liked about them.

      He rolled his left shoulder feeling the scratches she’d made across his back. Those long silver painted fingernails of hers were killer. He’d made her scream a few times. Noisy sex that could wake the neighbors.

      He walked into the other room to be further away from her, as he talked to his grandmother, so he could pay better attention to his grandmother as she continued to talk.

      “When you gonna get married, Tony. I want to be holding my own great grandbabies, not somebody else’s,” his grandmother said. “You gonna get yourself killed doing all that crazy stuff. I want you home
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