Nearly Normal
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Key West, FL -   The Keys were hit hard by Hurricane Wilma.  The evidence is not difficult to find.  Simply drive along any street and you will see piles of debris – washing machines, carpets, smashed furniture, books, small electrical appliances, siding and shingles, and mounds of tree branches and shrubs – all waiting to  be loaded into trucks for disposal.  Some streets remain blocked off for ongoing repairs and cleanup.

But that is not the significant impression gained during a visit two weeks after the hurricane hit.  Immediately beyond the veneer of destruction, the observer notes that life has already returned to an amazing degree of “Key West normalcy.”  Nearly all of the businesses on Duval Street are back in business.  Music blares from the row of open-air bars, and the crowds inside are loud and boisterous.  The “almost anything goes” attitude [and the ‘almost’ is definitely negotiable] screams at you.  The transvestite performers are back in full drag and swing.  Each corner has someone hawking timeshares or snorkel trips to the nearby reef.  Immaculate Harley Davidsons are parked neatly side-by-side past several storefronts.  The evening crowds are noticeably thinner, but Key West is open for business.

It was no accident that Ernest Hemingway spent so much time here during some of his most creative writing years.  There is a magnificent breeze even on the warmest days, the surrounding seas are immediately accessible for fishing by boat, and the city is a magnet for memorable characters.  U.S. Route 1 begins its long journey north to the Canadian border here;  a green sign marking Mile Marker 0 stands at the intersection across from the Post Office.  Accordingly, folks drifting south end up in Key West with no options other than returning from whence they came.  That alternative must not be appealing, because large numbers of rather strange people terminate their journeys from somewhere to wherever here.

I met a young 20-something bikini-clad girl working a booth selling tickets for a catamaran charter boat.  She came here from Wyoming with “some guy” who soon left her.  She stayed, and is now part of the Key West scene, along with an unusually high percentage of graying bearded men who seem permanently high on either drugs or booze.  There are men only bars, and bed and breakfasts run by, and for, gays. (At least that is what the signs in front, and on the internet, advertise).   On any given night, you will see several women wearing only body paint. 

The official city climate is permissive.  Whereas Las Vegas loudly proclaims “What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas,”  Key West simply shrugs, “We don’t care what happens here, or elsewhere. Live with it.”  For example, carrying open beer in plastic cups on the street is legal in Key West, and I saw no one being busted for carrying any alcoholic drink in any container.  But everyone seems to be smiling, and there is a palpable excitement in the air.  

The motel where I stayed is full of insurance adjusters and FEMA contractors working to restore not only Key West, but the entire Florida Keys.  Nearly 100,000 automobiles have been totaled due to flood damage from the storm surge.  Property damage is even greater.  But don’t be fooled.  The Conch Republic, as Key West likes to call itself, may have staggered for a few weeks, but its citizens and its spirit are absolutely unbowed.

I thought you might like to know.
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