Unlocking the Keys: a Writer’s Retreat
What is it about the Florida Keys?  They have an allure that is part legend, part history and part weather that’s warmer than wherever you are.  And yet there’s something that doesn’t seem quite right.

Go out to Key West and you’re surrounded by Hemingway -- eating the good food, drinking the good wine, celebrating the good writing. Pass through Key Largo and you conjure Bogart and Bacall  -- “You know how to whistle, don’t you?  You just put your lips together and blow.”  Drive out, up and over seven-mile bridge and you see the remains of the Henry Flagler’s East Coast Railway -- the grand adventure chronicled so well in  Les Standiford’s  “Last Train to Paradise.”

 “Come as you are,” say the ads.  Is this an invitation to informality? An acceptance of diversity? A call to be your true self? An urgent demand to leave now before the next winter storm hits?  Any or all of the above would be fine with me -- if a certain cynicism didn’t creep in. Maybe I’m getting old (hell, I am old!) but I can’t escape the feeling that the Keys have become too self-aware. 

Key West, for instance, has now become a sort of parody of itself.  The bars where Hemingway drank away the afternoons now sell his image on everything from t-shirts to tote bags.  Anything with a replica of his signature triples the cost.  Prices for everything are high, service is distracted (the nicest way I can think to put it) and the historic attractions all charge fees for admittance.   The dreams of a laid-back, margarita-driven, fliup-flop lifestyle are confounded by the realities of tourist hordes arriving on giant cruise ships that tower over the town.

Up and down the Keys the situation is much the same.  Old favorites (meaning places that have been in business more than five years) now are either out of business, smashed by hurricanes or marketing themselves as “old favorites”: they lay claim to  some kind of “Keys style” that is mostly logos sewn into hats and t-shirts.

Add to this the god-awful traffic situation in and around Miami, high ticket prices and inconvenient airline schedules, rip-off add-on fees for car rentals and the long, long, long drive along US1 and you wonder why you should bother at all.

And yet.  The palm trees still wave in the soft breezes from the Gulf.  The blue, green, aqua and turquoise waters still beckon in the sunlight.  There are white beaches to stroll, seafood to sample and sunsets to build your day around.  You slip into shorts and a t-shirt, check the morning paper weather report at home (how cold IS it?) and -- at night -- find the Big Dipper low in the sky, waving to the North Star.

It requires a suspension of disbelief, but the Keys are still a better place to be than stuck in the four-month snow drift that is a northern winter.  My goal this year was to find a place where I could A) get out of town for a week and B) work on writing projects.  With the help of our friendly travel agent, we managed both.  Here are reviews of the key (so to speak) parts of the trip.

Flights.

I was amazed to find that no airline had easy, cheap, convenient, non-stop flights between Minneapolis and Miami in February.  What are they thinking?  No wonder these idiots are struggling to remain viable,  You’d think they would have flights out of every northern city every hour.  But no.  Unless you want to leave Minneapolis at 6AM or arrive in Miami around midnight, you have to patch together flights through Atlanta or some place else.  

We flew Delta.  They screwed it up.  They had overbooked in MSP and had to “change equipment.”  They spent forty-five minutes trying to re-assign seats than just told everyone to get aboard one of two planes and take whatever seats were available.  Those 45 minutes meant that we and dozens of others missed connections in Atlanta.

Then  it turned out that every flight out of Atlanta to Florida was fully booked.  After getting bumped off the waiting lists for two planes, we finally found a helpful Delta agent who got us two cancelled seats on the next one --  in first class.  This was nice, but didn’t really make up for 4 lost hours in airports.  I’ve maintained that Northwest is the world’s worst major airline for customer service, but if this is Delta’s way of operating they could challenge for the title.  

With all this, the cost was higher than I’d expect:  by the time we added fees and bag checking charges two roundtrip tickets came in at $800.   Score:  3.

Car Rental.

We wanted a convertible and they apparently were in short supply.  Our only option turned out to be Alamo.  For various reasons this is becoming my least favorite place to rent a car.  Initial cost was high  -- $481 for 6 days -- and got higher with add-on fees of $176.  That’s a total of $110 a day... about double what I’d expect to pay.  

On top of this the check-in and out procedures were less than smooth.  Alamo seems to have fewer shuttle buses at the airpot (we waited nearly half an hour for one) and the check-in center isn’t staffed to handle a dozen or more arrivals at a time.  Checking out was also complicated by a lackadaisical attitude, poor logistics and a location that is tucked into a maze of back streets and construction.  You definitely need a map and a good navigator.

We got the car we wanted -- a Sebring convertible with Sirius radio (whole channels of jazz and 40s music!), but the cost and inconvenience left a sour taste.    Score: 3.

Getting out of town.

Because of the delays with Delta and Alamo, we didn’t leave the Miami airport until 7PM.  On a Friday.  On a 3-day weekend.  Traffic was terrible.  It’s always bad, but Florida’s system of stop and go toll roads makes it even worse.  It took well over an hour to get off the “free” way and on to US1.  Then it took another hour plus to get out into the Keys.

We were heading for an “old favorite” -- Papa Joe’s -- at the far end of Islamorada.  We’ve  stopped there on most of our Keys trips for its outdoor bar, decent food and laid back pelicans.  It’s a good place to let the stress of travel slide away and get into a Keys groove.  We’d hoped to watch the sunset over a cold drink.  That wasn’t going to happen this time.  We pushed on, however, hoping at least for dinner.  When we got there those hopes were dashed:  Papa Joe’s is no more, wiped out, apparently, by the last hurricane.  Now there’s only a dark shape along the road, the sign hanging, broken out front.

We turned around and ate at the Green Turtle -- a self-proclaimed Keys favorite.  We finally made it to our hotel after 11PM.

Hotel.

We stayed at the Banana Bay Resort in Marathon, a bit more than two hours from the airport in normal conditions.  It’s a reasonably-priced place with a well-worn, comfortable feel to it that reminds one of the Keys the way they should be.  It sits off to the right, a couple miles before seven-mile bridge, in 10 acres of of palm trees, paths and bushes.  The grounds aren’t flashy, but they do give you enough room to move around without feeling like you’re up against a roadway or squeezed into a motel.

There’s a very good pool -- large, rectangular and deep -- that is good for swimming laps and is the focal point of the place.  Like a lot of pools these days it’s warmed salt water, not chlorinated, so it’s easy on your eyes and skin and comfortable just about any time.  It’s surrounded by large palm trees and has a small hot tub off to the side. There’s a tiki bar at poolside that serves reasonably priced drinks and better-than-average bar food.  They have a free continental breakfast at poolside that is about the same as a standard motel.

The resort also includes an active marina adjacent to a broad area of sand, palm trees, and chairs for sunning and sitting -- a perfect location for writing, knitting reading or just horizon gazing.  In mid-February you can watch the sunset from here.  There are also picnic tables and a couple of bathrooms.  

Our room was in a one-story 30-room structure nearest to the highway.  They are standard-issue, mid-range rooms:  two double beds, a small balcony with a couple chairs, a small, but adequate bathroom, dresser and refrigerator. Good air conditioning.   Easy-to-access, free, high speed internet. Not fancy but comfortable.

The service is friendly but uneven.  The A-team seems to work efficiently and well, but over a holiday weekend we had B-teamers that didn’t manage to get the room made up until 6PM.  Some grounds keepers also seem to be overly-fond of their noisy leaf blowers.

There’s another, larger building down toward the marina, a two-story structure with slightly better room styles.  There also are two small units that are set apart near the marina, and a single structure on a private island a few hundred feet off shore.

Our room, which overlooked a small parking area, was $900 for 6 days, including all taxes and fees. Weekend rates were slightly higher than weekdays.  Rooms at the larger structure cost about $20 a day more facing toward the pool and $40 a day more facing the marina (and water).  The two set-apart units are $60 a day more.  The private island is more expensive, but it looked like a great place for a romantic retreat or a family with older kids.

Overall, this is a very good value -- cheaper than some chain places nearby (Days Inn 20 miles away was $170 a night; mid-range hotels on the outskirts of Key West were $180 and up).

I talked with the managers.  They seemed more than willing to negotiate rates for longer stays and for groups, especially if they’re not full.  When we left they had posted a sign: fourth night free with a three-night stay.  

Best bet:  Call early... try to get a second floor room in the building near the marina facing the water for a rate close to what is charged in the single-story building.  If they’re not booked, you may be able to do even better.    Score: 8.

Food and drink.

The biggest downside to Banana Bay is that you can’t cook in the rooms.  We sampled a variety of places in and around the area:

Poolside tiki-bar.  The food is much better than you’d expect.  They have a fried chicken-finger basket (think large McNuggets and fries) with two dipping sauces for $8.95. Very tasty, very convenient and even better washed down with a couple cold beers ($3.25).  They also serve handmade pizzas that are excellent.  An over-stuffed 12-inch pizza with everything is $12.95 and makes a filling dinner for two.  Service can be spotty (see A-team, B-team comments above), but is usually adequate. Score: 8

Frosty’s.  A bar and restaurant about a mile and a half up the road on the left side. By nearly universal acclaim this is the best place to watch a sunset.  It’s easy-going and gets more and more comfortable as sunset approaches and the drinks go down (beer and wine is $4; weak, pre-made pina colladas are $6).  Good hamburgers and onion rings ($10).  Lousy salads ($5 and up).  Surprisingly good conch fritters ($8).  Service, again, is strangely poor.  Everyone is rushing around but they can’t seem to actually get an order straight or delivered quickly, whether the place is crowded or nearly empty,   But it IS a great sunset place!  Score:  6

Keys Fisheries.  About two miles up the road, this is billed as a classic “Keys style” open-air hot spot.  Dinner time can be crowded, with a line snaking out to the parking area and a musician playing on the roof.  They distribute paper menus and you order at a small window then pick up the order at another and find a seat at a picnic table by the water.   Much acclaimed by tourist guides and others, but the praise is undeserved.  We had a couple bready crab cakes, a scallop pasta in a weak key lime sauce and a couple beers ($38).  Not worth the trouble or the fake atmosphere.  Score: 4

Butterfly Cafe.  Probably the best place to eat for miles around.  Located in the Tranquility Bay resort, less than a mile from Banana Bay and on the same side of the road. This is a more refined place.  We went there for a special Valentine’s Day dinner and it was very good.  Restaurant is in a modern version of a grand Keys house and tables are also outside on a big veranda.  Elegant atmosphere.  We had a lobster bisque (very smooth, a bit too rich and a small serving); crab cake appetizer (good, but again, small); yellowfin snapper (excellent, served with rice and very good chopped vegetable medley); twin small key lime creme brulees (excellent, among the best ever); wine (Toasted Head Chardonnay -- $30) and coffee.  Service was uneven -- it took fifteen minutes before a server arrived but once she got there Jessica was very good: 6-foot tall blond, graduate of UC-Davis in neuroscience, works at Dolphin research center down the road, wants to be a veterinarian.  Cost was $120... worth it for a special meal but too expensive for every day. Score: 7

Stuffed Pig.  This is a small diner about two miles up from Banana Bay on the right. Same road as Keys fisheries.  Highly recommended for breakfast.  A Keys special included two eggs, sausage, bacon, hash browns, pancakes, toast, coffee and juice for $10.  Service was friendly and efficient.  Popular with locals and fishermen.  Score: 8

Green Turtle.  This is down the road (back toward Miami) about 35 minutes.  We had a dinner and a lunch there.  Food is OK and prices are reasonable for the Keys -- a large French dip sandwich, crab cake sandwich, iced tea and two glasses of wine was $38.  Service is poor -- again, whether its crowded or nearly empty they can’t quite manage to get things done.  Can also be noisy if it’s crowded. Score: 4

Publix.  There’s a good supermarket about half a mile down the road from Banana Bay.  We finessed a few meals by shopping there instead of eating in restaurants.  For breakfast, we took a loaf of fresh French bread, a wedge of cheese and some fresh Florida strawberries (delicious!) out to the pool and combined them with coffee and juice from the continental breakfast spread.  For dinner we took a bottle of wine, some peel-and-eat seasoned shrimp, a container of potato salad, strawberries and cookies out to a table by the pool and ate in the dark.  Wine selection is adequate and prices are only a couple bucks more than Surdyk’s.

Things to see, places to go.

Banana Bay says it has a small beach and snorkeling but it doesn’t really.  The beach is by the marina, about 10 yards long and is covered in a couple feet of seaweed.  However the very nice Sombrero beach is down the road about 3 miles.  It’s a town park, with easy parking, grassy areas and lovely palm trees punctuating about 250 yards of pure white, crushed coral sand that dips in and out in a couple of crescents.  The water is a bit cool in mid-February but very enjoyable after about 5 minutes.  Can get a bit crowded but there’s usually plenty of room.  A special treat:  get up early and go out for the sunrise (around 6:45AM).  The beach is clean, fresh and mostly deserted and the sun comes up like thunder out of the ocean.

Seven-mile bridge is an engineering wonder and a delight:  it snakes out into the sea then rises high above it then comes back down again and goes on and on. One of my favorite things to do is put down the convertible top, turn up the music and just drive over and back.  The water is a dozen shades of blue and aqua -- on one side the Atlantic, on the other the Gulf.

We rented bikes (there’s a bike shop just before the bridge and they’ll deliver and pick up at the resort) and biked out along the old bridge that runs next to the newer highway bridge.  This is part of Henry Flagler’s railroad track that was an engineering wonder in its own right 100 years ago.  We biked along a nice bike trail out on to the bridge and to Pigeon Key.  It’s a small, reconstructed site that was a place where the construction crews stayed while building the railway.  Tours are $11 and not worth it if you’re walking or biking -- the cost includes a ferry ride too and from Marathon.  You can see turtles and manta rays and the occasional manatee along the way. Bikes are $10 for 24 hours.

Key West is about an hour and fifteen minutes up the road.  A good day trip for shopping, browsing, watching a sunset and driving back under the stars.  But that’s a tale for another time.

Overall:  If you can figure out a more efficient and cost-effective way to get there, Banana Bay is a good place to stay for a week or longer.  Marathon is friendly, safe and convenient.  It’s a lot easier than pushing all the way through to Key West, and a lot more reasonably priced.  The ambiance is more relaxed, the tourists less numerous. If you want to sit back and write, or sew, or knit, or read a book, or just lounge by the pool, this is a highly recommended way to do any of those things.

