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PART ONE - FRANCE
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“The whole idea of Gatsby is the unfairness of a poor young man not being able to marry a girl with money. This theme comes up again and again because I lived it,” said Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald, a glass of gin in hand, completely oblivious to the irony of the statement. 

By the spring of 1924, New York had grown both too expensive and too disillusioning for Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald. They fled to Europe, like so many of their peers, seeking escape at a more inexpensive price. First came Paris in May, a brief bohemian stay at the Left Bank. Then south, chasing sunlight, they took the train to Hyères on the French Riviera. 

But Hyères was overrun with snobby British retirees. It muted their appetite for wild nights and parties. A real estate agent pointed them farther east to the coast at Saint-Raphaël, a beautiful village perched above the sea, and to Villa Marie, its walls exploding in bougainvillea. 

The villa’s interior was a stark contrast to what they had seen in Hyères. It was less polished, with chipped Italian tiles and wallpaper that smelled faintly of age. But it was affordable, and the view of the Mediterranean more than compensated. They moved in that same day.

There, in the sunny hills above the Mediterranean, Scott resumed work on a novel he was then calling Trimalchio, after the freed slave who hosts extravagant banquets in a desperate bid for social acceptance. The name was no accident. It echoed Scott’s own conflicted relationship with wealth, his pursuit of status, and his persistent sense of exclusion. Even in paradise, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was always on the outside looking in.

In that rented villa in the French Riviera, the Fitzgeralds’ marriage, already fraying, began to openly unravel. Zelda, restless and attractive, soon had the attention of a flamboyant French naval aviator named Édouard Jozan. While Scott was busy on his manuscript, writing of Gatsby’s parties, Zelda basked in the sunshine on the beach with Jozan. Her evenings she spent waltzing through cafes and seaside dance halls with him. It was a kind of dangerous freedom and she loved it. Six weeks later, she asked Scott for a divorce.

The novel, and Scott’s world, collapsed. 

Fresh off the success of This Side of Paradise, Scott married Zelda Sayre in 1920. He was wildly in love with her, captivated not just by her beauty, but by what she seemed to represent: charm, rebellion, and a life lived in the bright glare of the Roaring 20’s. Born into a prominent Southern family in Montgomery, Alabama, Zelda was the daughter of a state Supreme Court judge, but she had no interest in propriety. She was artistic, mercurial, and fearless - a painter, a dancer, a writer in her own right, and would later be dubbed “America’s first flapper,” a title that defined her.

Their courtship and marriage had been turbulent. Together, they became the darlings - and eventually the disasters - of the Jazz Age. They drank too much, fought publicly, and partied harder than most. Their names appeared in gossip columns regularly. They were like fire and gasoline: volatile, and impossible to ignore. They scorched everything around them, including each other.

Zelda’s thirst for independence and her growing resentment of being cast merely as Scott’s wife only deepened the cracks in their relationship. Her artistic ambitions, whether in ballet, fiction, or painting, were often dismissed or overshadowed by Scott’s fame. But she remained his fiercest admirer,  a woman who would inspire Daisy Buchanan in The Great Gatsby, but someone who refused to be reduced to a character in a novel.

Now, consumed by jealousy and panic, Scott locked Zelda in the villa and stormed out to confront her would-be lover, only to discover that Jozan had already departed the Riviera. The confrontation Scott had rehearsed in his head dissolved into disappointment. Jozan would later insist that nothing untoward had passed between them, calling it innocent flirtation and too much imagination on the part of the Fitzgerald’s. 

Zelda claimed her wish to escape had less to do with Jozan than with a combination of the villa itself and being lonesome while Scott wrote. She told Scott the villa felt inhabited, but he scoffed at her. Perhaps not haunted, but possibly oppressive. The rooms were too still and the air too close. She claimed she had never wanted the place to begin with, but Scott, ever the romantic, had insisted it would be their quiet haven, the sanctuary where he could finally finish his great novel. So she had relented.

But Zelda could not stand to be caged inside it. Rain or shine, she escaped into the open, wandering the shops of the narrow streets of town, sunbathing by the sea, reading on the porch, just trying to escape whatever lingered behind those villa walls. She once told a friend that she felt as though the house pressed inward, it was not merely occupied but inhabited by something unseen. Scott dismissed it as melodrama and it upset her greatly. Later he would admit the place did seem to resist him somewhat, that something always pulled his mind away from Gatsby, back  into the fog of his own life. 
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PART 2 – MORE TROUBLE IN PARADISE
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With Zelda recommitted to their marriage, at least for the time being, Scott returned to his manuscript. He told himself the worst had passed, that he could pick up the manuscript where he’d left it. But when he sat down at the typewriter, the words betrayed him. They did not flow. They did not come at all. He started to resent Zelda for it, as he was not having these problems before her tryst with the naval officer. 

He stared at the paper for hours, fingers poised uselessly over the keys, waiting for  inspiration like a man waiting for a telegram that would never arrive. The silence in the room was suffocating. It was the kind of silence he knew all too well, the kind that didn’t merely suggest failure, it was as if it was mocking him. The more he strained, the more it seemed to grow louder. It filled the villa like loud jazz from a tone deaf musicians.

Infuriated, he reached for the bottle. Gin at first, chased down by the local red wine, dark and coarse. He drank deeply and often, numbing the dread with every swallow, until the edge dulled and he could convince himself that the words would return in the morning.

When the alcohol dulled his thoughts enough to drift, he’s often thinks back to a lunch he’d shared five years earlier with his editor and friend, the legendary Maxwell Perkins, at the Algonquin Hotel in Times Square. It was June of 1920. Scott had been just twenty-six, fresh from the success of This Side of Paradise, his name already whispered among literary circles with admiration. The Algonquin, with its white linens and fine cuisine, was a haven for writers, a place where ideas were traded across candlelit tables and editors offered encouragement alongside roast lamb and wine.

Sitting across from Perkins, a man of wisdom and unwavering loyalty, Scott had voiced a fear that he’d never been able to fully shake the fear that his writer’s well might run dry of words. “What if I’ve only got one book in me?” he’d said, smiling to cover the desperation. “What if that was it?”

Perkins had leaned forward, his face sympathetic. “You’re a born writer, Scott. The voice is yours. The rest will come with time.” He had praised not only Scott’s talent but his potential, an important distinction, and one Scott clung to in darker hours.
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