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SHHHHHH, 

It’s A Secret 
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Sunny Kenworthy

––––––––
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DON’T TELL ANYONE, and I mean anyone. This is a true story, except for the parts I made up.

You see, I always wanted to live in Florida by the ocean. So, when we retired, we headed to Panama City Beach. It was everything we ever dreamed it would be. Until Hurricane Michael decided to roar, and roar, he did. 

One secret is you have no idea what a hurricane can do till you actually live through one. Well, we chose not to live through this one. We fled. When we returned home, we found our home had been spared, but the nearby area was devastated. At our age, we decided to move to another, safer spot in Florida. 

This is the beginning of my “Secrets.” My husband always wanted to see the seven rivers in Citrus County, so we headed there first. It was nothing like Panama City Beach. “God–forsaken,” as I called it. But it had the most beautiful spring waters I had ever seen. The biggest Live Oak trees ever. They had no mall. A one–door Walmart (yes, there is still a Walmart with one door). I chuckled and thought, this will never work for this big–city girl. Thank goodness we left that horrible little sleepy town to find our perfect city again. 

We traveled for the next four days and then turned to head back. I kept plenty of notes of what I loved about each city we visited and what I didn’t like. I asked that the return trip be the same as what we had just seen. When we were getting close to Citrus County, my hubby said, “We’re running out of cities, Babe. Where do you want to settle?”

I told him, “I think that God–forsaken sleepy town called to me.” 

So, we moved here in 2019. My secret is that we have the most beautiful rivers. Seven of them, to be exact, that flow into the bay and then the gulf. You can sneak your boat or kayak into the most beautiful places and never be found. You can pull over, get out, and create an entire dream on a secluded island. You can even build a campfire and watch the sun go down. You can pitch a small tent and stay the night if you like. No big parties, of course, because it’s such a secret, we don’t want to hear a peep. We don’t want the word to get out, remember?

Don’t tell anyone there’s an island where the monkeys live. Yes, they have their own island, and you can motor out to say hello. 

Golf courses abound where you can call that morning and get a tee time for the same day. If you go to the bigger cities, you will understand this is not always the case.

Don’t tell anyone that the people are so nice and caring, and you can easily make friends. Don’t mention there are so many things to do for retired people. 

We have cows that swim in waters that stay seventy–two degrees year–round. They come here to have their babies every year, and you can swim with them. They’re officially called manatees, but many folks refer to them as “sea cows.”

One last secret: you know that one-door Walmart? It’s wonderful. Never too crowded and they have everything we need. 

All I ask is, please don’t share with your friends about Citrus County. We are a secret, and I, for one, love it and want to keep it a secret from the rest of the busy world for the short time I have left on this beautiful earth. 

Biography:

Wanda “Sunny” Kenworthy was born in Moulton, Alabama, but grew up in Lafayette, Indiana. She married the love of her life, Gary Kenworthy, when she was seventeen, and he was eighteen, fifty-six years ago. 

They have a son, Matt, in Montana, and a daughter, Tanya, in Alabama. They have five grandchildren and six great-grandchildren. They lived the majority of their marriage in North Georgia, where she started a horse breeding business specializing in Straight Egyptian Arabians, from which Wanda sold them all over the world. She became famous within the Arabian horse world. She has sat with Kings, Queens, and movie stars. She retired to Florida and now has taken up crafting. When she visits with people, they always tell her, “You should write a book.” Her life is a book, but this is the first time she’s ever put anything out there to be published.
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Family Secrets
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Caire Abrams

––––––––
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HE DID IT TO ME AGAIN. Lied to my face. Told me he’s going fishing when I know damn well he won’t be doing anything of the sort.

“Who’re you going with?” I asked.

“Some of the guys,” he said.

“Which guys?” I asked.

“Why do you want to know?” he asked. “Can’t a man go fishing with a few of his boys without you making a big deal about it?”

“I was thinking I’d invite their wives over to play Bridge if they’re free,” I said. “So which ones are going?

“How do I know? Whoever shows up at the dock, that’s who’s going.

“How’re you going to know how many six-packs to buy if you don’t know who’s going?” I asked.

He scratched his belly, a dead giveaway. He needed time to come up with another lie to weasel his way out of being caught. I look at him and don’t say a word. He knows I know they always throw money in the kitty for booze and other necessities, like steaks for the grill when they haven’t caught any fish because they’re too busy swilling and playing poker. The only fish he ever brought home after one of his trips was red snapper, by the pound according to the price tag, fifteen years ago.

“It’s BYOB,” he said. “They’re bringing their own.” He smiled like a crocodile. “Why are you sticking your pretty little nose in my business?” He kissed me. I didn’t respond. He tapped the tip of my nose with his index finger. “Woman, you take all the fun out of everything!”

I didn’t say anything. I let him walk away as pretty as you please.

He’s whistling while he packs up his gear and shoves it into his pride-and-joy, racked-out Chevy pickup truck. Then, he heads to bed.

I can hear him snoring from the living room; that’s how loud it is, which is why I end up spending most nights on the couch. I know he’s got the clock set for 6:30 AM, like every other time he goes fishing, so it’s going wake me up at the crack of dawn. Even if it didn’t, the sound of the shower and the smell of Paco Rabanne wafting off him would. 

How dumb does he think I am?

What man showers and loads up on expensive cologne to go fishing?

By now, I’m so mad, I want to kick his pearly white teeth into that lying damn mouth of his, but I don’t want to mess up his perfect face with the perfect tan because, Lord save me, I still love the bastard.

So I get myself a tall glass, fill it part way up with ice cubes and sweet tea, and top it off with Southern Comfort. Then, I take it and me to my chair down by the water. I proceed to start sipping, and the more I sip, the more I remember ....

My mother braiding my hair into a French braid. I guess I was about thirteen or fourteen. All the time she’s working on my hair, she’s giving me life lessons.

“You are a beautiful girl, Barbara Jean. All those boys at school are going to start pressing you to get in your pants, but don’t you be fooled,” she said. “They can’t do anything for you, except maybe make you feel good for a minute. But then what? A crappy old house in the poor end of town? Babies, but not enough money for diapers? A car that falls apart more than it runs?”

I know she’s talking about herself and my dad. They married young, right out of high school, and they struggled. I won’t say we were dirt poor because we weren’t. We always had the necessities. We even had some of the luxuries, although never as many as our school friends.

It was the ups and downs that wore on my mother, the not knowing how soon the next downtime was going to come, and knowing they had no savings to carry them through the worst of it. But that was her life. I didn’t expect it would be that way for me.

“What if I fall in love with one of them, Mama?” I asked. Every book I read and every song I heard told me love was the holy grail. I believed in fairy tale endings. Happily ever after.

“It’s just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one,” Mama said. “You only have to keep on saying “No” until the right one comes along. 

I knew I was going to marry for love, not money, in spite of Mama’s advice. But I kept on saying “No” because none of the boys at school appealed to me. I wasn’t into BO and zits. Letter jackets didn’t impress me. Neither did drag racing hot rods on the highway outside of town. Not the top jock in his Mustang. Not roses or a limousine at prom. Not even a diamond engagement ring from one high school hopeful.

I had a reputation as the ice queen of Humbolt High. Actually, I was anything but. In my bed at night, I had a fine fantasy life with a movie star kind of a guy .... Perfect in every detail. I just hadn’t met that man of my dreams yet. It was all right with me. I wasn’t in any hurry. I had a plan.

I was a Junior at UNC-Greensboro, taking courses in Communications because I wanted a career in broadcasting and classes in Fine Arts because I love to paint. I was setting myself up to go to California, get a job on TV (where the man of my dreams was sure to spot me), get married, and live the perfect life forever after. Okay. Thin. But it was better than Greensboro.

In the meantime, I was working my way through college as a waitress at Jax’s Tavern, a place with a split personality—a cross between Hooters and a family tavern—which meant deep cleavage, bare midriff with a short, short skirt that started well below the navel (no belly rings allowed), but nothing, no nothing, exposed. 

When I first laid eyes on him, Earl was standing in the doorway surveying the place, all six feet of him, tanned, solid muscle, that white-toothed grin of his on display, and it was like the whole place perked up and came to life, everybody looking at him, wanting to know who he was and what he was about. He gave them plenty of time to take his measure, like he knew he was a winner. 

He sat down at a table, and I took him a setup and a menu. I turned to go, and there he is—running his finger down my arm. Where he touches me, there’s electricity flowing back and forth between us.

I am in trouble now. I jerk my arm away. 

“Where’re you going in such a hurry, Sweet Thing?” he says. “My name is Earl. What’s yours?”

“Waitress ... or Miss,” I say. I head back to the kitchen, where I’m safe from this entitled SOB on the make. Let him read the menu and cool off for a while.

When I go back to take his order, he’s as well-mannered and polite as a good old country boy should be. After he leaves, there’s a twenty-dollar tip next to his plate. Much too much. A five would have been plenty. I look for him to return it, but he’s gone.

What kind of game is he playing? I fold the bill into a tiny square and pocket it.

He’s back the next evening. Another twenty-dollar tip.

“He left me a twenty again,” I tell Lola. She and I cover each other’s stations, which makes her as close to a friend as anyone in Jax’s. 

“Damn, Girl,” she says. “You better hide that before management asks what you’re selling.”

I look at her sideways. She laughs at me as she walks away.

Every night for a week, it’s another twenty dollars. And it’s making me nervous. What the heck does he think? That he can buy me? I can’t stand it anymore. I have to set him straight.

“Look, Earl,” I say, pulling the pile of $20 bills out of my pocket and setting them on the table next to him. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but I can’t take these. People will get the wrong idea. You’re ruining my reputation.”

Earl’s grinning when he picks up the bills. “So my money doesn’t impress you,” he says, smoothing them out.

“No, it doesn’t,” I say. “I can make my own.”

“I’ll just bet you can,” he says. He grins as he stuffs the bills into my waistband like I’m some kind of stripper. “Consider it a downpayment on our future.”

“When I get married, it’ll be for love,” I say. I mean it, too. I pull the bills out and throw them in his face. They land on his chest, on the table. One flutters to the floor, but he doesn’t reach for it.

“I hope so,” Earl says. “Can I walk you home tonight, Miss Barbara?”

“Ooow,” I say, flouncing off.

After closing, he’s there waiting to escort me home.

At our front door, I hold out my hand. He shakes it and kisses my cheek. I turn to head inside, but he hasn’t let go of my hand. He hauls me back and lays the most passionate kiss I have ever dreamt of on me. I melt. He kisses the tip of my nose. Then, he taps it with his index finger. I open my eyes to see him walking off with a jaunty step, whistling as he goes.

When I tell Mama about Earl and the money, she says, “He’s trying to impress you. He wants you to know he’ll be a good provider.”

“He’s a car salesman, Mama,” I say.

“Car salesmen don’t tip twenties,” Mama says. “I think he’s more than that. Or he will be. Would it hurt you to marry up, Barbara Jean? Give the boy a chance.”

Did I tell you Earl has the gift of gab? He could sell block ice to Eskimos. He sold me on him, for sure. It wasn’t what he said so much as the way he said it. He was a master of the bad-boy smile, grinning like he was reading my mind ... every dirty thought. What we were talking about wasn’t ever what the conversation was really about. I think I was dazed by the stars in my eyes.

Three weeks later, Miss Barbara Jean Parsons, future TV anchor—that’s me—is Mrs. Earl Rudlow of the Citrus County, Florida, Rudlows. A couple of weeks after that, I’m a knocked up, barefoot housewife in a shack Earl’s family built when there was nothing but mosquitoes in this part of Florida, one of the shanties they call “Old Florida” out on a path of a road in the back woods, and the only other thing in hollering distance is more Rudlows.

I have to admit, it was lovely. Just him and me and the babies. He knew how to make my toes curl, and I never lacked for his attention. I was busy with the babies, three by that time, so I didn’t really take notice when he took to meandering. When he got cleaned up and said he was going into town on business, I believed him. When he said he was going fishing, I believed him.

What a dumb bunny I was back then.

***
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WE WERE GETTING A BIT cramped in that smidge of a house, so Earl took it upon himself to build me a new one. This one we live in now. Four white columns two stories tall. A wide porch across the front meant for sitting and sipping and welcoming friends, of which Earl has many, being from here. Not exactly my style of house, but it’s got a nice kitchen, plenty of bedrooms for the kids and for grandkids if we ever have any, a patio out back for grilling, and a canopy of stars overhead that lights up my life. It’s on a finger of the waterways too shallow for Earl’s cabin cruiser—he moors that in King’s Bay—but exactly right for alligators.

“Can’t we get a pool?” I asked.

“What for?” Earl wanted to know. “We’ve got the ocean at our door.”

The kids take after Earl. They’re fearless. He taught them to snorkel. Made a game of it. They would hunt for scallops in the seagrass in the canal. See who found the most. I’d turn their harvest into bouillabaisse, only I threw in handfuls of macaroni and called it a casserole so the kids would eat it.

While I cooked, Earl drilled holes in the shells. The kids strung them into necklaces. The one who found the most scallops got to wear Neptune’s crown—an old tiara tricked out with more sea shells.

Other times, Earl patrolled the yard, drinking beer, complaining about the mosquitoes, the “no see ’ems,” and his growling stomach while he waited for the sun to set. I placated him with corn chips and ranch dip.

I bribed the kids with marshmallows. They pestered their daddy to light a fire so they could toast them. While he laid the fire and buried half a dozen ears of corn in it, the smoke took care of the critters. The kids engrossed themselves in the process of mounting, melting, and retrieving burnt sugar marshmallows. Daddy supervised. Peace reigned. I got to watch the sunset.

There’s nothing like a Florida sunset. I would watch the play of colors, golds, grays, purples, and blues, my artist’s eye saving them up for the next time I got a chance to paint. I was content.

But Earl couldn’t settle back, eat his corn chips, and be happy. He always had to be doing something. He just got antsier and antsier till it finally got dark enough for the fish to start jumping. He’d wade out with his net and catch a mess of mullet. Then, we’d have a fish fry. He whistled while he gutted and filleted them, then dredged them in cornmeal.

I can still smell fresh-caught fish sizzling in the pan ... taste roasted corn slathered in butter that ran down my chin ... see the satisfied grin on my darling’s face ....

Those were good times.

I sip a few more sips of my tea.

***
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THE RUDLOWS ARE A FINE old family; they’ll be the first to tell you. Earl’s Great Grandpa built the first everything there is ... the first public dock, the first store, the road, the sugar mill, the municipal building ... everything. Earl’s Great Grandma made him put up the first church, although she couldn’t make him go to it. His children and grandchildren prospered. Of his descendants, one heads up the insurance company. Another is a respected real estate mogul. Earl inherited the car dealership from his daddy when Senior passed.

Along with his cocky good looks, I guess Earl acquired his sense of being one of the bigger, brighter boys from his people, along with their money and position. He always had anything—or anyone—he wanted. He got me without too much trouble, didn’t he?

He’s always made sure we have everything we need and most of anything we want. He believes his children should have all the toys they desire, just like him. He also believes I should be happy with the things he gives me and act like what he grew up thinking is a perfect wife: a woman who keeps house, keeps her mouth shut, and does as she’s told—while looking gorgeous and being sexy as hell. Try that through three babies!

He also thinks he has the right to screw anything in sight as long as he doesn’t get too flagrant about it and I don’t catch wind of it.

Secrets.

When you marry up, there’s a new set of rules. I learned them as I went along ....

If he fools around on a trip, it’s a one-time antic: it doesn’t count. If he does some girl half your age, but he takes her out of town, to Tampa, or Tallahassee, or some such, he’s being respectful; let it pass.

Mostly, he’ll fool around with other men’s wives. This is ideal. They’ll never tell; they have too much to lose. They won’t push it in your face any more than they want their husbands’ mistresses pushed in their faces. They’re in the same age range and in the same well-tended physical shape as you are, and of the same social and economic strata, so you never have to ask, What has she got that I haven’t got? The answer is nothing. His fling doesn’t endanger your status. He is showing you respect.

After being married as long as we have, there isn’t anything that man does that I don’t know about. I know what he’s thinking before he does. I hear him getting a hankering in the way he breathes, sucks his belly in, and puffs out his chest. I know it from his dreams when he tosses about the bed. And when he perks up and starts talking about another fishing trip, I know exactly what that means.

I take out my phone and text, “What r u up to?”

“Nothing, SS. Miss u,” he texts back. SS stands for Sweet Stuff. That’s what Reese calls me.

“I’m free this weekend. Can you come over? There’s something I want to talk to you about,” I text back.

“Tomorrow night around 7. I’ll bring the pizza,” he texts.

“Bring two,” I text. “There’s someone I want you to meet.” I add a couple of kiss emojis, hit send, and shut the phone off.

***
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WHEN HE GETS THE ITCH, Earl’s been going down to that old shack where we used to live. I know because I’ve been tracking his phone.

I waited in the woods one morning. He came out carrying his shirt, a half-naked girl trailing behind. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Younger than our kids! What kind of woman with any self-respect lets herself be kept by a married man three times her age? This one is hugging him and staring up into his eyes as if he’s a god. He pastes a hot-n-heavy one on her, then kisses the tip of her nose before taking off.

I guess I was jealous. I don’t know why this one got to me. Maybe it was seeing it right before my eyes ... him treating her like he used to do me a thousand years ago—before I spent my life turning myself into the kind of woman he said he wanted. It hurt something awful. He’s still a fine-looking man. Did I tell you that?

Well, I haven’t gone to pot either. That teenaged twat in the shack has nothing on me! Thanks to my good Parsons genes, I can still rock a string bikini like Britney Spears back in the day. I keep myself tan and toned. Pilates. Aerobics. Strength training. Running. You name it, I do it. Work at it every damn day of my life, whether I want to or not, when I could be living laid-back, painting, which I like, instead of working out, which I don’t. 
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