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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

—William Faulkner

No amount of fire or freshness can challenge what a man can store up in his ghostly heart.

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby‌‌
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Preface

They all turned against him in the end. Hemingway, the critics, the reading public. Only Max Perkins, his editor at Scribner’s, and Harold Ober, his agent, stuck with him. Even the church turned on him, refusing to let him be buried in a Catholic cemetery. “The only reason I agreed to give the service, was to get the body in the ground,” said the Episcopalian rector later. “He was a no-good drunken bum and the world was well rid of him.”1 Sheila Graham, the Hollywood gossip hound, his companion/girlfriend of his final years, would publish a tell-all book in the fifties, Beloved Infidel, that portrayed F. Scott Fitzgerald as a gin-soaked lunatic who Gregory Peck would famously play in the movie adaptation. There would be a scene where Sheila Graham and Scott wrestled over a loaded gun until Graham screamed, “Shoot yourself you son of a bitch! See if I care! . . . I didn’t pull myself out of the gutter to waste my life on a drunk like you!”2

In his final years, Scott was reduced to telling people he was a famous author. Scott would get drunk on flights and buttonhole the stewardess, inquiring, “Do you know who I am?” The stewardess smiled. “No sir . . . I don’t have my passenger list with me.” He spread his arms, “I’m F. Scott Fitzgerald the very well-known writer. . . . ”3 The stewardess smiled and then moved on before he turned to the man across the aisle. “Do you know me?” he demanded. The man threw him a tolerant glance. “Nope. Who are you?” Scott paused. “I’m F. Scott Fitzgerald. You’ve read my books. You’ve read The Great Gatsby, haven’t you? Remember?” The other looked surprised. “I’ve heard of you,”4 he said grinning . . . a note of respect in his voice.

Years before, Scott and Sheila Graham had walked into the largest bookstore in Hollywood. He was faded, though just a touch over forty. Grayish-blond hair, blue eyes, a scarf around his neck. Scott dressed like a dandy from the twenties with a pack of Chesterfields bulging from his pocket. Smoking and heavy drinking for twenty years had taken years off his life by now. The book clerk had a pencil behind his ear with a Mickey Rooney pompadour and had no time for the soft-spoken man and the younger, pretty woman. Scott asked him, “Have you any books by F. Scott Fitzgerald?” The clerk replied, “Sorry—none in stock.” The scene gets worse as Scott pursues the clerk. “Do you have any calls for them?”

“Oh once in a while . . . but not for some time now.”5

So Scott and Sheila go looking for his books in other stores only to be met with the same indifference. Finally, a small bookstore is their salvation. “I believe I can get hold of a title or two . . . which ones are you interested in?” The owner asked him. Scott wrote down This Side of Paradise, The Great Gatsby, Tender is the Night. The gray-haired man said, “I’ll do my best to find these for you.” Scott pauses. “I’m Mr. Fitzgerald.” The owner put out his hand. “I’m happy to meet you Mr. Fitzgerald,” he said. “I’ve enjoyed your books very much.”6

So it came down to an old bookseller in a small bookstore in a rundown part of Hollywood to recognize the man who had written The Great Gatsby. F. Scott Fitzgerald would never fully realize his achievement, written in a villa off the beaches of the French Riviera. When he died in 1940, there were copies of The Great Gatsby in the Scribner warehouses. These copies were from the original print run in 1925. The book had not gone out of print; worse, it just didn’t sell. The final royalty statement sent to Scott in 1940 was for $2.10 for the sale of seven copies of The Great Gatsby and nine copies of Tender is the Night. The reviews on The Great Gatsby had been mixed, and many had dismissed the book as nothing more than a sensational story. The publication of The Great Gatsby did not change the author’s life in a significant way, but in the end, the fifty-thousand-word novel became a triumph of the artist over the philistine, the brilliant light over the darkness.

The story of the writing of The Great Gatsby is a story in itself. Fitzgerald had descended into an alcoholic run of parties on Great Neck, Long Island, where he and Zelda had taken a home. His main source of income was writing for the “slicks” or magazines of the day, with the main market being the Saturday Evening Post, where Fitzgerald’s name on a story got him as high as $4,000. But the grind of writing the stories after the failure of his play The Vegetable, along with the incessant parties, drinking, keeping his twenty-four-year-old wife entertained, had all foiled any progress on a third novel that would settle his debts and fulfill the promise of his early work. Scott decided then to abandon Long Island for the South of France, the French Riviera, where he would put his stake in the sand and create his greatest work.

The story of the writing of The Great Gatsby begins here in the hot sands of the Riviera in that summer of 1924 and would end eleven months later on April 10, 1925, when the book would be published. What happened between the two dates is what produced the greatest work of American fiction the world has ever known.












Prologue


The Riviera

September 1925

The Renault had stalled on the trolley tracks. They were still young, even though they had already been to heaven and hell and back. She was just twenty-five, and he was just touching thirty. Blond and tan and gin drunk, they might have been mistaken for brother and sister. She had passed out long ago from the “1,000 parties and no work,” and he had been nodding on and off. It was sometime in the morning. Maybe 3:00 a.m. They had acted badly at a party, and he had thrown ashtrays and insulted people, but he always did that. If a radio had been in the car, it might have been playing “Ain’t We Got Fun,” but all that was in the car were empty gin bottles, cigarettes, and streamers from some party they had long forgotten about. He wore knickers and a tie and looked like his character in the last novel he had written. They had been on a five-year tear, which was how long they had been married. He was the most famous author in America.

But now the car had stopped on the trolley tracks. He tried the starter, but it didn’t work. They had never put oil or water in the car, and the top was missing. They had it cut off when it was damaged after being shipped from Italy to France. The mechanic told them they should take better care of the car, but they didn’t care. His wife had driven their last car off the dock in Long Island during a party and that was a used Rolls-Royce. So, they didn’t care about the Renault that sounded like it had seized up, but of course, he had never touched an engine before. Besides, he was drunk as drunk could be. Gin drunk. He drank gin to write, to get up, and to go to bed. He drank gin to breathe. He was still young, so it didn’t matter yet the way it didn’t matter that the car had stalled on the trolley tracks in the middle of the night. He looked at his sleeping wife. She was not the same anymore to him, but he was not the same to her. His last novel cost them plenty; really, it cost them their marriage.

But that was not what he was thinking about. In fact, he wasn’t thinking. He had slumped down in the seat and laid his head back and passed out. He passed out everywhere. On lawns. In restaurants. In bars. On sidewalks in Manhattan. So, passing out was nothing. Why not? They were two young drunk Americans who had passed out in a small town on the Riviera in the middle of the biggest party the world had ever seen. People could have danced the Charleston around the couple. They could have poured champagne all over them, and no one would have thought it odd. Besides, they had invented jazz, the flapper, and they even invented the youth culture. But none of this mattered now.

They snored lightly. A breeze picked up and tousled his hair, picked at her hair. They looked absurdly young. Asleep, they looked like children to the Europeans. America was still a child, and nobody was quite sure how to define what constituted an American or what the American Dream was. They snored lightly, a purr, really. Down the trolley tracks, a whistle shrieked in the distance. Then a light turned the corner, and the trolley train lined up with the Renault. The light reflected in the side mirror and crept onto the windshield and the fender. The author and his wife slept on.












Chapter 1


Myrtle Wilson

1924

The banging on the door mixed with his own prose. The shrieks. Yes, he had locked his wife into her own bedroom. Yes, he had. BANG! BANG! BANG! Scott kept one hand on his forehead, concentrating on the penciled words on the page. BANG! BANG! BANG! He could hear her pacing from one side of the bedroom to the other. Some would say later he kept her locked in the bedroom for a month. He had to do it. He had to keep his characters in front of him. One could not just have a character run away with another man and leave him. He owned his characters. So, he locked Zelda up and continued to write.

Scott took a swallow of gin and lit another cigarette. He wiped his forehead. It was damn hot on the Riviera and sweat darkened his page. BANG! BANG! BANG! Scott concentrated on the page in front of him. His pencil formed words, and the words formed monuments. The monuments created a world. The moonlight drenched the balcony. It was quiet now. The curtains twisted and blew in. A good image. The scratch of the pencil. Labored breath. The banging on the door had faded with the gin. What did he expect? You couldn’t lock your wife up forever, but he had to. No, they were not going to divorce.

Scott sucked on his Chesterfield. The cigarettes would kill him one day. He chain-smoked when he wrote. He chain-smoked when he didn’t write. He had written his first novel, This Side of Paradise, in his parents’ attic on cigarettes and Coca-Cola. This novel had been fueled by black coffee and cigarettes and then . . . gin. The scent of the surf came in through the open window. Scott breathed in the Mediterranean air, along with a slight tang of a fish market. The pencil had gone cold in his hand. There was no more gas in the tank. He had to work to get back into the scene. It was like this now. It was her fault. The carnival could never stop, and he was the ringmaster. Not anymore. He had planted his flag in the Riviera sand. Here he put his writing first. Zelda would have to entertain herself. That was the problem. She had entertained herself.

Scott looked again at the door to the bedroom. She might have fallen asleep. He had heard nothing for hours. He lit another cigarette and eyed the glass of gin. He sipped it again. Well, he needed to lubricate the machine with something, and it was the end of the day. Sometimes it gave the world cover, uncovered nuance, loosened up the saddle just enough. It was the door into the other world, and once he was there, it was fine, but he found it harder and harder to keep the other world out. Zelda was no help, and he felt many times she was trying to purposely stop him, and many times, he felt she was jealous he had a purpose, a raison d’être, and she was left to her own devices. She had been doing just that, and at first, the days at the beach with the young aviators seemed harmless. But she had been coming back later and later. More intoxicated. Wilder. Then the fights. Her drinking. His drinking. None of it helped. It was gasoline during the fights. Many times, they bordered on violence where he had to hold her from running into the hallway and then into the street. She would go shrieking down the street like a madwoman if he didn’t stop her. Alright, it was time.

Scott stood up and felt slightly dizzy. Maybe too much gin. He walked to the door and was about to knock and then unlocked the door. He walked in and saw Zelda sprawled facedown on the bed with her short, bobbed hair up over her cheek. Scott paused, then walked slowly to the bed. He was about to speak when he saw the glass bottle of DIAL, a sedative. It was on the left side, slightly under the bed, a white buoy against the dark African teak. Scott leaned down and recognized the vial. They both had trouble sleeping. Writing tied him up in knots, and between the gin and the coffee, he spent half the night tossing and turning. Zelda, too, had the same problems and had taken the sleeping pills before. Scott shook the bottle. Nothing. Nothing.

He turned the top, and the cap rolled away. Empty. There had been at least six in the vial before. Scott stared at Zelda’s body, then dropped the vial and shouted. Zelda didn’t move. He pulled her over and put his hand over her mouth. Faint. Faint. Scott felt the panic rise over him, running to the door then running back, putting his ear to her chest, his hand over her mouth. She was almost dead. He ran and tore open the door to their room and ran into the hallway, screaming for help like a madman.












Chapter 2


Ain’t We Got Fun

1920

Scott was holding onto the top of the yellow Checker taxicab going down Fifth Avenue in the bright spring sunshine. The wind was watering his eyes, and the buildings were flying by like the picture shows where everything is in fast motion. Zelda was in the taxi, and they had done this trick before with his tie flying back and his short yellow hair flattened against his head. It was the twenties, after all. Scott was flying as his book, This Side of Paradise, was flying off Scribner’s shelves. Scott and Zelda had stumbled into the youth culture and taken the city by storm. They lived in the Plaza Hotel just off Central Park and drank until they dropped at a time when liquor was illegal. Zelda plunged into the fountain at the Plaza with her clothes on. Scott remembered the way the sun lit the water with Zelda swimming like a mermaid. People just stared. It was all too much to be believed, and even Scott was having a hard time with it.

“ . . . from the confusion of the year 1920 I remember riding on top of a taxicab along deserted Fifth Avenue on a hot Sunday night, and a luncheon in the cool Japanese gardens at the Ritz with the wistful Kay Laurel and George Jean Nathan, and writing all night again and again and paying too much for minute apartments and buying magnificent but broken down cars. The first speakeasies had arrived, the toddle was passe, the Montmartre was the smart place to dance and Lillian Tashman’s hair weaved around the floor among the liquored college boys.”1

There had been no youth culture until the Fitzgeralds arrived. None. People just got old. Not anymore. Scott and Zelda looked like children, absurdly young. If you were young, you were gin-soaked and immortal. That was how Scott felt. Immortal. Clink. Clink. That was why he took off his clothes at the show, George White’s Scandals. They escorted him out by the time he got down to his underwear. “In between time in the meantime. Ain’t we got fun?” This decade was theirs. He and Zelda knew that. They flew around in the revolving doors for a half-hour at the Commodore to prove it. He was flying down Fifth Avenue on top of the taxi to prove it. “We felt like small children in a great bright unexplored barn . . . I remember riding in a taxi one afternoon between very tall buildings under a mauve and rosy sky; I began to bawl because I had everything I wanted and I knew I would never be so happy again.”2

There is a picture in his scrapbook. Scott was a freak about lists and scrapbooks and ledgers and notebooks. He was a walking scribe. In the photo, they are all there in the Great Neck house on Long Island. He is lying on the floor in a tuxedo. The women have the sack dresses and long beads with the bobbed hair, and the men are all in suits. He’s drunk as hell. The Victorians had given up the ghosts, but they all still dressed like young, elegant accountants. What did the new younger generation wear now? The men still wore three-piece suits, but the women had started to break convention with short hair and shorter skirts. They smoked, drank, and had lots of sex. They were in some sort of middle ground. That’s why the press was so damn interested.

“What A Flapper Novelist Thinks of His Wife”:3 “The reporter from the Brooklyn Eagle appeared on Sunday in their home in Great Neck, Long Island to interview Scott and Zelda. Scott had just begun to sober up. This was when Long Island still reverted to the small fishing village. It was a lazy warm day. The reporter was star stuck. ‘Obediently Scott Fitzgerald left his study, scene of the creation of those brilliant tales to which the American flappers thrill en masse. Tall, blonde, broad shouldered, he towers above his petite wife whose blue eyes and yellow hair match his own.’”4

Zelda loved that. They played their roles perfectly. The successful author and his wife whom he made famous through his fiction. “Asked to use his much-lauded gift for description in composing a word picture of his wife, he replied laconically and readily, ‘She is the most charming person in the world.’ ‘Thank you dear,’ was the gracious response. Asked to continue the description thus commenced so auspiciously he said, ‘that’s all I refuse to amplify. Except she’s perfect.’ ‘But you don’t think that,’ came the protest from the overstuffed armchair. ‘You think I’m a lazy woman.’ ‘No judicially I like it. I think you’re perfect. You’re always ready to listen to my manuscripts at any hour day or night. You’re charming—beautiful. You do, I believe clean the ice box once a week.’”5

Zelda then leaned in and summed up their lives in a paragraph.

“‘We were married on April Fool’s Day, 1920,’ Mrs. Fitzgerald continued, ‘then came a trip abroad—I loved England and hated Italy—then came Patricia Scott Fitzgerald, known popularly as Scotty, 1922, then Great Neck, Long Island 1923. In the interim were lots of short stories from my husband’s pen and two books, This Side of Paradise and The Beautiful and the Damned.’”

The reporter asks Zelda what constituted her perfect day. “‘Peaches for breakfast . . . then golf, then a swim. Then just being lazy. Not eating or reading but being quiet and hearing pleasant sounds—rather a total vacuity. The evening? A large, brilliant gathering, I believe . . . am I ambitious? Not especially, but I’ve plenty of hope.’”6

What the reporter didn’t see was the way it really was. The way it was now. One large, brilliant gathering after another. One party after another. That photo in Scott’s scrapbook was just a glimmer of their life. Their life had become a whirl since Scott became famous and Zelda, his heroine, his flapper creation, became just as famous. His ledger entries from 1920 tell stories. “Started South on 15th. Parties in Montgomery. Sold Car. Biggs. Beginning novel. Zelda hides 500. Uncle Legrand and his honey. Sleeping upright. Grand Central Station, Longacre Drugstore John Williams Dance. Hot evenings in New York.”7

There are photos of Zelda in a fur coat, and both of them in knickers. Scott in a suit with a pencil bent over a desk. Zelda and Scott in a 1918 Marmon. If they were movie stills from the twenties, they would be no different. It is hard to believe two young, attractive people had found fame at the same time the country had found the roaring twenties. But the fairytale of fame and fortune tapped them both on the forehead, and both were astounded with the ride that was just beginning. As Scott would later write, “I who knew less of New York than any reporter of six months standing and less of its society than any hall room boy in a Ritz Stag line, was pushed into the position not only of spokesman for the time but of the typical product of that same moment. I or rather it was ‘we’ now did not know exactly what New York expected of us and found it rather confusing.”8

The reporter was last Sunday, and now there was another party, and Scott stood outside his home in Great Neck staring at the sun. Riotous. The swirl of clouds over the sound. Or maybe that was the gin. But it was riotous. Scott watched the flappers, the dancers, the drunks. Yes. It was a party. The Charleston. Now that was a complicated dance he could never get the hang of. The music blared. Charleston Charleston . . . Charleston . . . Charleston . . . But women seemed to have no problem. He watched two women kicking up their heels, with beads, pearls, necklaces swinging. “In between time . . . ain’t we got fun.” Another party among parties. When did this one start, and how did it start? How they all started.

Someone stopped in from New York. Then someone else stopped in from New York. Then someone just wandered up the road. Then people just appeared out of thin air, and suddenly their living room, their kitchen, their portico, their lawn was wall-to-wall people. Champagne popped. Whiskey was poured. Gin was tickled with ice. And there you were. Another party at the Fitzgerald’s at the “nifty little Babbitt home,”9 as Zelda described the white country home in Great Neck, complete with the room over the garage where Scott could write, complete with a short walk to the sound where they could swim, though they rarely did, no, scratch that, they never swam. Well, Zelda did, sometimes, but they did enjoy the view.

And now the riotous clouds. God, he loved that word. Scott dropped the match, then his drink. He lit the cigarette and picked up the glass. Some gin had survived. A cold, clean swallow. Gin was cold and clean. He stared at the room over the garage where he had been grinding out stories for the Saturday Evening Post. Always the pull between money and art. He could never just write. The stories paid the bills, and the novels paid his soul. The riotous swirling pink and orange clouds were in the windows of his office where he should be working on his third novel, but this celebration might be the one that was worth having instead of the other parties of dissipation that characterized the two and half years they had been out on Long Island.

They were celebrating with friends his play, The Vegetable, that was due to open tomorrow in Atlantic City, New Jersey. The Ring Lardner’s were going with them to the opening, and word had gotten around this was a send-off for the opening, and the party had grown from that . . . although one thing people did not need in the twenties was a reason to have a party. Pop, Pop, Pop. Fizz, Fizz, Fizz. Charleston, Charleston, Charleston . . . In the morning . . . in the evening . . . ain’t we got fun . . . The champagne exploded while someone started dancing, and people staggered into each other and discovered the famous among the drunkards and laggards who came to populate the Fitzgerald lawn on weekends, weekdays, and even holidays. His neighbors were celebrities from show business. “Sam Goldwyn, Eddie Cantor, Ed Wynn, the actress Mae Murray and the songwriter Gene Buck as well as General John Pershing.”10 Scott was really not sure where one party started and another ended, but wasn’t that what the whole decade was about anyway? He had published a collection of short stories, Tales of the Jazz Age, although he could not have cared less and known less about jazz. Whatever it was, the age was one big, long party that had to end someday, but no one really wanted to know when that day was because . . . then what?

No. Better to just keep the party going, and to that end, Scott swallowed some more gin, lit another cigarette, and toasted the coming success of his play that would give him the financial independence he craved so he could settle down and write the third novel that had eluded him for the last few years and liberate him from writing for the magazines that paid the rent, bought the groceries, and kept the empty gin bottles that he put out every morning clinking on his back porch. It had been a hell of a party. Ring Lardner, friend, journalist, and drinking company, lived just a stone’s throw away, and he and Ring had gotten drunk many nights, and one night, they ended up on the Doubleday Estate looking for Joseph Conrad by performing a dance on the lawn but were then thrown off the property. Lardner was a sportswriter, humorist, short story writer who had moved east to establish himself as a syndicated writer of humor with his own column and was the perfect foil for the younger, wilder, and more accomplished F. Scott Fitzgerald, all of twenty-seven now. Or was he twenty-eight? He forgot . . . time sloshed into time then into gin.

They were only fifteen miles from New York, and this kept a steady stream of revelers going to and from the Big Apple with the way-stop if not destination of the Fitzgerald’s being part amusement park, part watering hole, and then part celebrity row. Great Neck was also “favored by business types. Among the residents were Herbert Bayard Swoop, Tom Meighan, Gene Buck, and Lew Fields.” The Fitzgeralds were added to the list of celebrities with a “live in servant couple 160 a month, a nurse for their new baby Scottie, 90 a month, a part-time laundress at 36 a month.”11 So, what was not to like? Their life was a social whirl that kept them spending, drinking, sleeping until noon or even later until it all started over. Scott was twenty-seven, yes twenty-seven . . . no, wait a minute, in 1920, he was twenty-four. It was now 1924, that was right, he was twenty-eight and Zelda was twenty-four, and the world was their oyster . . . and there were pearls. He had just given Zelda an expensive string of pearls he had bought on a bender in Manhattan.

Scott looked up at the room over the garage again and breathed deeply from his Chesterfield nonfilter. If only he could get some work done. If only he could spend less. He seemed incapable of either. But no matter. The Vegetable, his play, would be a success. He had just written his editor, Max Perkins, for another $1,000 to be deposited, following up the request with a prediction. “After my play is produced, I’ll be rich forever and never have to bother you again.” But the drinking would continue. They drank when they made love. They drank when they ate. They drank when they walked. Talked. Slept. Ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner. They drank with company or without company. It didn’t matter. Zelda drank when she went golfing with Helen Buck at the Sound View Golf Club where “they finished a shaker of orange blossoms (gin and orange juice)” and had to be fetched back by Ring Lardner after another thermos of gin and orange juice.

Scott recorded a typical day in his ledger of July 1923. “Tootsie (Rosalind) arrived. Intermittent work on novel. Constant drinking. Some golf. Baby begins to talk. Parties at Allen Dwans. Gloria Swanson and the movie crowd. Our party of Tootsie The Perkins (Max Perkins the famous Scribner editor) arrives. I drive into the lake.”12 It was all madness, and yet that third eye was always present. There was a neighbor named Von Gerlach who had an odd way of talking. A speech tag, if you will. “How are you and the family, old sport?”13 A newspaper referred to him as a yachtsman.

“That’s a great expression of yours isn’t it” Tom said sharply.

“What is?”

“All this old sport business. Where’d you pick that up?”14


Zelda would later say Gerlach was “in trouble over bootlegging.”15 Even at Scott’s drunkest, most inebriated, one eye was always open. Recording. Recording. Recording. Neighbor Robert Kerr, a Great Neck resident who was a “jeweler, singer, piano player, philanthropist”16 who Scott drank and swapped stories with, told Scott a story about when he was fourteen that Scott would use to create his greatest character. “One day I was out in the bay (Sheepshead Bay Brooklyn) when I noticed a handsome big yacht had come into the harbor—one of the finest I’d ever seen, and with a kid’s curiosity, I made for it. I’d noticed they’d run in so the stern was up, and I realized that when the tide ran out as it was sure to do, the yacht would tilt more and more and probably break in two.”17

It was James Gatz who had been loafing along the beach that afternoon in a torn green jersey and a pair of canvas pants, but it was already Jay Gatsby who borrowed a rowboat, pulled out to the Tuolomee and informed Cody that a wind might catch him and break him up in half an hour . . . To young Gatz, resting on his oars and looking up at the railed deck, that yacht represented all the beauty and glamour in the world.18


“So I rowed alongside and yelled to one of the crew, ‘hey mister, you’re going to break your boat!’ The captain waved the boy away, but the owner told the boy to come on board ‘What do you do,’ he asked and I told him. ‘How’d you like to work for me?’ He next asked. ‘I’ll give you twenty-five dollars a week.’ I was barefoot and in old clothes, tanned and dirty . . . I had only old clothes at the beach. So he took me to Jim Bells and had me outfitted completely, with blue coat with brass buttons and white flannels. O it was great!”19

Tommy Hitchcock was at the party somewhere. Where was he? He was Scott’s other close friend in Great Neck and would people the novel he was still gestating. A wealthy polo player and war hero who won the Croix de Guerre for escaping from German territory after being shot down and jumping from a train to elude his captors. He went to Harvard and then attended Oxford briefly before marrying a steel heiress and becoming a successful investment banker with Lehmann Brothers. “ . . . a national figure in a way, one of these men who reach such an acute limited excellence at twenty-one that everything afterwards savors of anticlimax. . . . He’d brought down a string of polo ponies from Lake Forest. It was hard to realize that a man in my own generation was wealthy enough to do that. . . . ”20 He was Scott’s ideal as a man and dominated the international polo scene as a ten-goal player from 1919 to 1939. A biographer later wrote of Hitchcock, “He was deficient in the graces as country aristocrats often are, sloppy in dress and awkward in manner, but he possessed in full measure the virtues valued by his class, modesty, loyalty, and magnanimity . . . ”21

Then there were the New York trips that turned into New York weekends. Booze-sloshed weekends in warm hotel rooms at the Plaza, more dives into fountains, cars wrecked, chauffeurs fired. A used Rolls-Royce driven into the bay by Zelda with mud up to the axles. The story of Arnold Rothstein, who fixed the 1919 World Series, told to him by Ring Lardner who had inside information.

“Meyer Wolfshiem? No., he’s a gambler.” Gatsby hesitated, then added coolly; “He’s the man who fixed the World Series back in 1919.”22


Rothstein lived in Great Neck, and Scott met him at one of his parties. Edward M. Fuller had an estate in Great Neck, and he appeared on their kitchen table in the morning papers. Bleary hungover breakfasts with coffee and cigarettes and the Fuller McGee stock fraud case front-page news on the newspapers. Easy money all around. Corruption all around.

Through all this, Scott’s drinking “had progressed from a party drinker to a steady drinker with increasingly erratic behavior.”23 Really, his drinking started in college at Princeton. “Occasionally I was conscious of his stumbling down the corridor when he came in or dropping his pencil,” recalled Dale Warren, a freshman during Fitzgerald’s junior year who lived across the hall from him. “His first few hours seldom refreshed him and I began to suspect the morning haze might well be due to a berry night at the Nass . . . Once or twice I found him lying fully or partly clothed on top of the rumpled bedspread. One morning when he was not there at all . . . he had spent the small hours of the night on the dewy grass somewhere out behind the Peacock Inn.”24

Scott was no longer a social drinker, just a drinker. Later, many psychologists, doctors, and authors would try to explain his drinking. Scott himself took a crack at it in his fourth novel, Tender is the Night. “The drink made past happy things contemporary with the present, as if they were still going on, contemporary with the future as if they were about to happen again.”25 His preferred drink was straight gin. Maybe a textbook definition of alcoholism was better.

“A chronic behavioral disorder manifested by an undue preoccupation with alcohol and it’s use to the detriment of physical and mental health, by loss of control when drinking is begun and by a self-destructive attitude in dealing with personal relationships and life situations.”26 Maybe. How about, it was really fun? At least in the twenties, it was when Scott and Zelda were in their twenties. Being blasted was really fun. But no matter. After the success of his play, all this would end. He would be able to concentrate on his . . . his . . . his novel (he stuttered sometimes when he was really lit). He would later make a list of the sources for his Gatsby chapters in 1938 and to prove to himself that the two and half years in Great Neck were not a total waste.


	Glamor of Rumsies and Hitchcock

	Ash heaps. Memory of 125th Great Neck

	Goodards Dwannis Swopes

	Vegetable days in New York (the play rehearsals) Memory of Guinevere’s wedding

	The meeting all an invention. Mary

	Bob Kerr’s story. The second party

	The day in New York

	The murder

	Funeral an invention. 27





So even when he was plastered as he was now, he was still working. He had already taken a shot at his third novel, but it petered out. So now, he was gathering information for the novel he would produce right after the play. The play. Everything depended on the play. The Vegetable . . . Vege . . . Vegetable. Yes. That would do it for him . . . damn. He had sloshed gin on his tie. One things surer and nothings surer . . . the rich get richer and the poor get children. Riotous . . . yes . . . it was all riotous . . . riotous. . . . riotous. . . . those pink clouds in the windows . . . in the meantime in between time, Ain’t we got fun . . .

Scott dropped his drink again the way he did in the living room with the reporter still scribbling. It was a pastoral day on Long Island. A sailboat was a white triangle out on the sound against brilliant blue. Their daughter was playing in the yard. A rare moment of peace. Zelda repeated the question and looked at Scott. “Am I ambitious?” He had put a record on the phonograph. “ . . . not especially, but I’ve plenty of hope. I don’t want to belong to clubs. No committees. I’m not a joiner. Just be myself and enjoy living. . . . Home is the place to do things you want to do. Here, we eat, just when we want to. Breakfast and luncheons are extremely movable feasts. It’s terrible to allow conventional habits to gain a hold on a whole household, to eat, sleep and live by clock ticks. . . . ”28

Scott later wrote an article for the magazines, “How to Live on $36,000 a Year,” and wrote down his monthly household expenses in 1923. Income Tax $198; Food $202; Rent $300; Coal, wood, ice, gas, light, phone and water $114.50; Servants $295; Golf clubs $105; Clothes $158; Doctor and dentist $42.50; Drugs and cigarettes $32.50; Automobile $25; Books $14.50; Other household expenses $112.50. Total $1,600. It wasn’t enough. They spent $36,000 when Scott made $28,759. The room over the garage was there again. He drank some more gin. The play. It was all on the play. That would take him out of the drudgery of writing for the magazines, and he could finally get going on his third novel. It was all on the play now. He drank some more. Hummed along. The record played on, “In the meantime in between time . . . ain’t we got fun. . . . ”












Chapter 3


Flat as One of Aunt Jemima’s Pancakes

1923

Scott sunk lower in his chair. He was drunk, but that didn’t help. The heat slipped up his neck and centered in a throbbing between his eyes. The Ring Lardners were staring straight ahead. Zelda glanced at him and then turned back to the stage. It was as if they were all in straitjackets, forced to watch an execution. The execution was the death of his play, The Vegetable, and like an execution, it was not pretty. The people standing up during the second act was becoming a rout. Not quite a stampede but a steady stream of hard shoes heading for the exits.

The author of the play sank lower and pulled out his silver flask, took a hit of gin, then handed it to Ring Lardner, who took a long swallow and handed it back. They needed that now because this play was stinking up the theatre. People were holding their noses; Scott was sure he saw that. He took another hit and offered it to Ring, but he waved Scott off. Well, he really didn’t need it; it wasn’t his play bleeding all over the stage. It really wasn’t Scott’s fault. He had pulled off brilliant musical comedies at Princeton and had produced two well-received novels. Why shouldn’t he be able to write a play with the premise of a young man falling asleep and dreaming he had become president. But plays were different. Scott knew nothing of plot and stage direction. He wrote by ear. “Perhaps it is too obvious to say that the play suffered for not being a novel, Fitzgerald’s best work relied on a strong authorial voice creating mood, tension, and presence. The atmosphere he wove into his books required the kind of subtle imagery and foreshadowing that was not easily transferred from page to stage.”1

Whatever the problem was, the play was sinking like the Titanic that had plunged to the bottom of the Atlantic just ten years before. Scott glanced at Zelda in her new dress, him in his new suit, new shoes, handkerchief, the flag of his success now the skull and crossbones of his pirate ship looking to skulk away. Scott wasn’t sure if she was talking about the play or the people leaving. He really didn’t want to know. But it was awful. He had tried his hand in theatre with The Vegetable and worked on it with the cast and crew, and here they were on opening night in Atlantic City and there had been a pre-party at their home in Great Neck, then a long, inebriated drive to Atlantic City and the introduction of the author to the audience and then the lights had gone down, and then the hemorrhaging began.

The title Scott had taken from a magazine quote. “Any man who does not want to get on in the world, to make a million dollars, and maybe even park his toothbrush in the White House hasn’t got much good to him as a good dog has—he’s nothing more or less than a vegetable.”2 It was a slow bleed at first, and Scott thought it might correct itself the way books suddenly found their rhythm, but this play went the other way. The lines were terrible suddenly. Wooden. Hackneyed. There was no coherence to the plot. No real order to the scenes. The play had self-immolated, and Act Two brought the coup de grâce with the fantasy scene. It was here the few people who might be going to the bathrooms turned into the stampede for the doors out of the theatre. It was here the hope of a financial payday from a successful play withered then vanished in the floodlights now illuminating this still-born creation.

Scott had been in debt before the play, and on November 5, he had to appeal to his brilliant editor, Max Perkins at Scribner’s, to loan him money. The crash of the play is even worse as Fitzgerald promises repayment from the proceeds of The Vegetable.

“Dear Max, I have got myself into a terrible mess. As you know for the past month I have been coming every day to the city to rehearsals and then at night writing and making changes on the last act and even on the first two. It’s in shape at last and everybody around the theatre who has seen it says it’s a great hit. I put aside the novel (an unfinished beginning of Gatsby) and wrote a short story but it was done under such pressure that it shows it and Hovey doesn’t want it. . . . I went up to the American Play Company yesterday and tried to get some money on the grounds that the show was in rehearsal. They sighed and moaned a little but said firmly it was against their rules. I’m at the end of my rope as the immortal phrase goes. I owe the Scribner Company something over $3500 even after deducting the reprint money from The Beautiful and Damned . . . could I assign the first royalty payments on the play to you to be paid until the full amount be cleared up?  . . . What I need to extricate myself from the present hole is $650.00 which will carry me to the 15th . . . if I don’t in some way get $650 in the bank by Wednesday morning I’ll have to pawn the furniture . . . ”3

Scott went on to predict all indebtedness would be paid to Scribner by January 15 with the play’s success. But this was not to be. Zelda would later write a friend, pulling no punches. “In brief the show flopped as flat as one of Aunt Jemima’s famous pancakes—Scott, Truex, and Harris were terribly disappointed and so was I. I had already spent the first weeks NY royalty for a dress to wear to the opening night that could not be exchanged. . . . ”4

The question now was how to get out of the theatre and not be seen as one of the many abandoning the sinking ship. Scott looked longingly to the aisles, daring not to catch the eye of anyone in the theatre. He could feel their stares boring into the back of his head. He was tired. He had just had to pound out another Saturday Evening Post story that was just awful, and he had hoped his play might be the ticket away from the pulpy stories he had to keep pumping out to keep the lights on and the liquor flowing.

“The first act went fine but Ernest says he never had an experience on the stage like the second. I heard one woman hit the roof when the bible was mentioned,” Zelda continued in her letter. “They seemed to think it was sacrilegious or something. People were so obviously bored. And it was all so very well done, so there was no use trying to fix it up. The idea was what people didn’t like—Just hopeless! . . . It is too terrible to contemplate.”5

Scott could contemplate how terrible it was. He wrote it. “It was a colossal frost,” he wrote later. “People left their seats and walked out, people rustled their programs and talked audibly in bored impatient whispers. After the second act I wanted to stop the show and say it was all a mistake but the actors struggled heroically on.”6 Somehow, they got out of the theatre that night. Scott even made some
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