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About the Author

Vicky Kavanagh is a storyteller and has been all her life. Drawn to Zelda Sayre’s tale, the idea for Love, Zelda mulled in her head for a few years until she finally put pen to paper. It took three months to write. She lives in Dublin, Ireland, with her partner, Stuart, and a collection of books.





About the Book

I have always loved reading biographies. I was, and continue to be, fascinated by the lives of other people. I first learned of Zelda Fitzgerald by reading a biography of her husband, F Scott Fitzgerald. Zelda, credited as being Scott’s muse and the original flapper, stirred intrigue in me long after I finished that biography.

I dove into books exploring her and Scott’s relationship and the more I learned, the more I realised how involved Zelda had been in her husband’s writing and what a great injustice history had served to her. Over the years since her death, Zelda’s character has been torn to shreds and dismissed as insane. Even when she was alive, men like Ernest Hemingway and unfortunately, her own husband, did much to damage her reputation as an impediment to Scott’s writing.

But what history hasn’t portrayed is how much of that work would not have existed without her to begin with. Aside from her editing and being a constant support of Scott, he took large passages of prose from her letters, diaries and other written work. Scott was the suffocating presence of Zelda’s adult life; a physical conflict against any independence or artistic accomplishment she strived to achieve.

The more I read about Zelda and got to know her – reading letters she sent to her loved ones, her various pieces of writing that she crafted during her youth, her book and the artwork she completed in her later years – the more urgent it seemed to tell her story. Zelda was not perfect. She could be selfish and childish and impulsive. But she was also exceedingly kindhearted, creative, gifted and loving. She struggled against the social conventions of her time and longed for recognition outside of her role as a wife and a mother. In this way, she was a visionary. She wished to exist on her own terms, create art that would live on after she had died and have no regrets about her life.

It is a tragedy that Zelda never had the opportunity to provide her truth in full, unvarnished. While other books have attempted to give her a voice, many of them ignore the final decade of her life. They stop once Scott dies; even though much of Zelda’s artwork was created in the intervening years before her own death. Once again, Zelda’s story was viewed only in conjunction with her husband’s.

With Love, Zelda I have relied on letters written by both Fitzgeralds’, numerous biographies (which are listed in the acknowledgements) and Zelda’s own work to craft a voice that I believe represents her. All factual, geographical information and timelines were intensely researched and verified by multiple sources. The dialogue is of course, imaginative, but based on research to create authentic voices for the people portrayed.

And so I hope, that with this book, Zelda Fitzgerald gets the voice she was so often denied not only in life but more often than not in death as well.
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March 10, 1948

Asheville

It feels like the sun. The gorgeous, pulsating Mediterranean sun. It reminded her of days at the Murphys’ villa. Endless days in an endless summer. Heat. Grainy sand against her smooth skin. A coarse palm across her thigh.

But then she smells it.

Smoke.

Fear.

From the depths of her slumber, she hears it.

A crackle. Something falling.

A scream.

She tries to open her eyes but they don’t want to be opened. The chemicals flooding her body are strong. She moves her head up and down, her eyes still closed, trying to stimulate herself into alertness. Into survival. She manages to sit up in bed and with great difficulty, pushes her lead-filled legs across the narrow mattress and onto the floor. The crackling is getting louder. There are bells. But to her, they seem far away. Somewhere she can’t reach.

She cannot stand, she’s too drugged for that. She crawls on her belly across the floor. She knows there are people, there have to be people around. But she doesn’t see them. She only sees the entranceway into the hall. She only notices the spreading dread across her body. The jolt of realisation. The awareness of what is happening.

It’s a few feet in difference, but as soon as she gets into the corridor the heat becomes unbearable. Her skin was never quick to burn, it would always tan. The Bronzed Goddess of the Riviera, Scott would say, laughing. A bit jealous that her skin did not redden and crisp as his did. Standing there, glass in his hand, staring and laughing and wondering if he loved her or hated her more.

But now she will burn. She knows that. She just wonders how long it will take.

For she can see the flames now. Tall and angry and licking up the walls and floor in front of her. She sees the others become engulfed by them, submerged. Their screams are piercing.

She cannot escape. It has taken the last of what she had to get here. Her mind is clouding, closing her vision from the edges. Her body, a dead useless weight lying on the floor, unable to move. Unable to live. She closes her eyes and gives in. The last thing she hears is the crackle.





Chapter One


1915



Montgomery, Alabama

Zelda believes the last time the Judge looked at her without frustration or disappointment in his eyes was in 1904. It was her first day of school.

Mama held her hand as she hopped down the staircase. Zelda was in love with how the chiffon of her dress lifted and fell with her steps. Thrilled that she was allowed to wear such a thing to school. Mama always did indulge her. Unusually, his office door was open a crack. Normally it gave off a 50-yard persona non grata signal, unless you had been invited or summoned.

Mama knocked on the door all the same. A light flutter.

“Yes?” he called out, his voice strong and clear.

“I’m just about to bring Zelda to school, Anthony. I thought you might want to see her before we go,” Mama called back in her sing-song voice. She didn’t move a muscle towards the door though. She was waiting for permission.

“Come in.”

Minnie pushed the door open, holding Zelda’s hand as she trailed behind her.

The Judge, sitting behind his desk, didn’t look like her father. He was, though, of course. But whenever Zelda saw him placed in the trappings of his position—whether it was behind the colossal wooden fortress of his desk or in his robes preparing to go to court—he ceased to a living person. He was his position, his duty. He became so wholly the Judge (not that it was ever far from him), that she would wonder how the same blood ran in both of their veins.

Pushing himself back from the desk, he lowered his glasses and a small smile crept across his lips.

“Well, let’s take a look at you,” he said. She gave a starburst smile in return, dashing around to his side.

“Stand back,” he said, “turn around. Show me your outfit.”

She tried to twirl gracefully, the way the ballerina in her music box did. Arching her back, balancing on her toes, chin held high, staring at an imaginary spotlight. When she finished, she met his eyes and saw them sparkle.

“Beautiful, Zelda. Come here,” he said, gesturing for her to sit on his lap. Something she could only recall happening once before when she was severely ill with influenza. She was delirious with fever and Mama sat crying on a chair in her room as the Judge held her, silently, rocking her in his strong arms and wiping her brow before the sweat would drip into her eyes.

“Now, Zelda, I want you to listen very carefully,” he said, “you are to be a good girl at school. You are to do as you’re told and do it well. Do not answer the teacher back. When you leave this house, you carry my name with you. Do you understand?”

She didn’t, but she nodded her head anyway.

“Good. You are a Sayre and that means something in Montgomery. It means you must always be on your best behaviour outside this house. Can you do that?” he asked.

She nodded again.

Frowning, he said, “Nodding is not an answer, Zelda. Can you do that?”

“Yes, Daddy. I can be good,” she said, her voice conveying a greater confidence than she felt. She didn’t think she was bad. But she felt like she had just promised him something she wouldn’t be able to keep.

“Good girl. Right, Minnie, take her way,” he said to Mama. They were dismissed.

She didn’t see him that evening, he was late coming home from work. Zelda was in bed, but she could hear Minnie talking to him in their room as he changed out of his robes.

“She did what?” he growled.

“She’s a child, Anthony. It’s what children do,” Minnie replied, pleading.

“Not what my children do!” he retorted.

“I think she’s too young to start school,” Minnie said.

“She’s the same age as the rest of them were when they started,” he replied, followed by a dull bang as one of his shoes fell to the floor.

“But Zelda’s different! Her concentration is still developing,” she heard Minnie protest.

“She has her head in the clouds. And her disobedience! Answering a teacher back on her first day? Refusing to do as she was told? I would’ve been whipped!” he shot back. There was a silence between them.

“I don’t want to fight,” Minnie said firmly, “but she was very upset when she came home today, she said it was like prison.”

A low chuckle escaped from the Judge.

“Maybe she’s not mature enough for school yet. Maybe she’s not ready. Isn’t it better to keep her home for another year until she is? Rather than her starting off on a bad foot and getting into trouble? Getting a reputation?” Minnie knew just how to appeal to her husband.

The tears rolled fat and wet down her child’s face. She had already failed something, and she had only just begun. That feeling, the failure, how it made her feel; she would nurse it inside her. A little flame, flickering in the dark.

*

In the years after Zelda met Scott, she would look back on her life in Montgomery and think how removed it seemed. How small. It had seemed small and constrained as she lived it. But with each fight and party, the country hopping and column inches, it grew smaller and smaller, diminishing in comparison.

Zelda’s life was divided in two: before Scott and after Scott. Not only because of their love, but because of what their life gave her, what it meant. The permission to be herself, to be as wild and free and shocking as she could imagine. Something that was never have been possible in Montgomery. No matter what else her relationship with Scott had brought—the pain, the infidelities, the disgust and the drinking and the madness—she couldn’t regret it. In Scott, she found herself. In their love, she made a home.

In those early years, the only other person who understood her frustrations was Tallulah. The town made her skin itch the same way it did Zelda’s. Its conformity and sedateness suffocated them.

On Sundays, as they walked to church under the unforgiving Alabama sun, in their best clothes, parasols held ever so delicately aloft, Minnie and the Judge nodding and greeting as they moved along, Zelda wanted to scream.

She could feel the guttural, primal noise rumbling inside her, desperate to get out. The forced smiles and false humility. The transparency of the routine; Sunday’s weren’t about religion, they were a weekly reminder to others of your standing. Of all you had achieved and all you held.

She never felt close to God in a church. Wherever God was, it wasn’t there. She told the Judge that she would rather lie in the back garden, the scent of magnolias wafting and the birds singing, and talk to God there then falsely present herself at church with a bunch of posing pretenders. That got her grounded for a few days and nearly a whipping too. Although Minnie, in her pity, slipped Zelda back the books the Judge had confiscated so she wouldn’t go completely mad in her solitude.

In Montgomery, nothing much ever happened; at least not in public. The only things that ever did happen in public normally had something to do with Zelda and the Judge didn’t like that one bit. Her brothers and sisters had never given Daddy any cause for shame—Zelda seemed to provide an endless supply.

I heard Zelda Sayre dove off the quarry edge into the water without a stitch of clothing on her. I heard she passed out drunk in a bush in her next-door neighbour’s house! She smokes 55 cigarettes a day, did you know? She swirls peppermint oil in her mouth so the Judge won’t smell it.

Wherever she went, whatever she did, rumours and gossip followed Zelda Sayre around like flies to honey.

A flash of skin, a wisp of smoke, a snifter of gin—these were charges of the highest order in Montgomery. Crimes that would be punished with severity if the Judge found out. Which he sometimes did.

He never beat her. Not really. There was a slap here or there, if she sassed him when he was already steaming. He didn’t need to hit her. He would lash Zelda with his words, with his accusations. With the disappointment in his eyes and the curl of his snarl. With his contempt and anger, every failing he saw reflected back to Zelda through his eyes.

But she never gave in. She never admitted defeat to him. Her rage fuelled her indignation. She had a steadfast belief that there was more to life than to behave like a lady, find a decent fellow, have some children and spend the next 50 years with her brain rotting. But he wounded her all the same. His shame was obvious and although it hurt her more than she would ever admit, she couldn’t be shamed into being what he wanted her to be.

The Judge didn’t know it but times were changing. The whole world was changing. The war changed them all, even those who never saw a battle line.

Things got improved for Zelda, when the soldiers came to town. Just in time too, she thought. She had kissed every boy worth kissing twice over by then. The Montgomery boys were all the same, even if they didn’t look it. They loved chasing Zelda Sayre. Their inability to have her drove them wild. They cast her as an unattainable Venus. She haunted their dreams and tormented their days with her flirting and teasing. Her hint of forbidden promises followed by her running away, daring them to chase her. It was too easy, really. She played them for her own amusement, forgetting them as soon as she turned her back on them.

Until Scott came along.





Chapter Two

She felt his eyes on her before she could see him. In the arms of another, a string inside her unfurled and swept out, being tugged by an invisible force.

She turned her head over her shoulder. She didn’t know what or who she was looking for. Only that it was demanding her attention. There was a glint of golden hair, the curve of a chin. Lifting her eyes, Zelda met his gaze that was intensely focused on her. He didn’t make a move. Nor did he break his stare. He simply sipped his drink, nodded as his friend spoke, never stopping looking.

She turned away, back into the arms of the dull boy she was dancing with. He had been jabbering away for the duration of the dance, Lord above knows what about. Probably his plans or her beauty. It was all the Montgomery boys ever talked about.

She once asked a boy, who had been appealing and dashing in his own way, had he read any good books lately.

“Is there such a thing as a good book? I can find better ways to spend my time,” he replied, before lowering his mouth to hers. Zelda managed to turn away at the last moment and give him her cheek.

The ability to read was a skill wasted on the men of Montgomery. That was a woman’s pursuit, mainly. An activity demurely conducted in drawing rooms while the men did whatever men do. The only thing the boys of Montgomery ever read was the sports report.

But now, Zelda acted as if she were in the arms of the most fascinating, the most delightful man she had ever encountered. She made sure that when she laughed, it was loud enough to tinkle over to the golden boy, throwing her head back and placing a palm against the boy she was dancing with. She lifted her head back up, moved towards his lips, close enough to smell his breath, to see the dilation of his pupils.

Zelda leant in, placing a full kiss half on his cheek, half on the corner of his mouth before pulling back. If she had a feather, she would’ve brushed him just to see if he would fall down. Carefully, she manoeuvred them so she could look at the golden boy again. Lifting her chin and eyes to him, an invitation to the game.

Golden boy emptied his glass and strode over to them. “May I have this dance?” he said, but Zelda knew he wasn’t asking.

“We’re not done—” her current companion protested, but Zelda had already dropped his hand and stepped towards golden boy. In a flash, he had his palm pressed against her back and they were off. It was the beginning of everything.

“I’m Francis Scott Fitzgerald,” he said as he spun her into the middle of the dance floor. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Zelda Sayre,” she replied, giving him her best devilish stare. Now that he was up close, she was startled by how green his irises were, by the sharpness of his features, his strong jaw. That the intensity in his eyes had not lessened by proximity.

“Was that little display for me?” he asked.

“What display?” she replied innocently.

“You kiss all the boys?”

“Only the lucky ones,” she shot back. Zelda saw the jealousy flash across his face. Quickly. But she saw it and was pleased.

“So, was it for me?” he asked more tenderly. Such yearning curiosity on his face. She pressed her body against his, chest to chest. Cheek to cheek. Lifting her face to whisper into his ear.

“Nothing I ever do is for anybody except me,” she said, pausing a moment to make sure he could feel her breath on his neck, before pulling back into their waltz positions.

“So, Mr Fitzgerald, you’re an army man?” she said. “Camp Taylor?”

“No. Well, yes. I’m a soldier in Camp Taylor. But that’s not what I am. I’m a writer,” he said, with a great deal of pride.

“My, we don’t get too many of those around here. How much have you published?” she asked. In the corner of her eye, she saw Sara and Katharine waving to her. Trying to tell her to hurry along.

“Nothing yet, but I will. Would you come out with me tonight? I can tell you about what I’m working,” he asked, eagerly.

“Do you always offer spontaneous dates and your unpublished dreams to perfect strangers?” she asked amused.

“But we’re not strangers, Ms Sayre, are we? Or at least, we won’t be for long,” he said with such a wicked smile, she could not help but laugh in return.

“Now that was a real laugh,” he said, stopping them dancing so instead they stood, staring. She could feel his desire radiating from him. Zelda smiled and then walked away.

“Where are you going?” he said, running in front to block her path.

“Away,” she said as she quickened her step towards Sara and Katherine who were watching now with mild interest.

“Can’t you stay?” he asked, keen as mustard.

“Yes, but I chose not to,” she replied, with a sweet smile. His face crumpled, his disappointment obvious.

Zelda turned on her heel, her back to him. As she walked away, she said, “Judge Sayre’s home. The operator will know where to put your call to. Maybe if I get a free moment, I can look at your writing.”

Sara and Katherine were giggling when she got to them, Sara had Zelda’s coat in her hand.

“Who is that fellow and what on earth did you say to him?” she asked, as Zelda shrugged her shoulders into her cape. “He looks positively star struck.”

“He is an undiscovered land crying out to be conquered,” she replied, the three of them linking arms and walking out of the county club and into the night sky.

*

He called the next day. Zelda had hoped he would. There was something about him. He was different anyway, that’s for sure. There was a confidence, bordering on arrogance, within him. A surety—he had no doubt about his future, what it would entail. It fascinated her, drew her to him.

She refused to take his call. In fact, she refused all his calls for two days. Finally, when she did pick up the phone to talk to him, his voice was heavy with irritation and intrigue.

“Well, Ms Sayre, it’s been quite the mission to hear your voice,” he told her.

“I’m afraid I’m a rather busy girl, Mr Fitzgerald. What can I do for you?”

“I was hoping I could take you out tonight,” he said, his voice surging with pride. Sure that her answer would be yes.

“Oh, that won’t be possible,” Zelda told him lightly. “I have Red Cross training tonight, ballet tomorrow, a date with the girls the night after and then two dates this weekend.” Zelda smiled as silence filled their call.

“Well, when are you next free?” he asked, demandingly.

“Let me check my diary and get back to you,” she said, before hanging up. She hopped back to her room. Scott was on her hook, now she just had to decide when she wanted to reel him in.

He called again a week later. But this time, he wasn’t asking to make a date. He was asking, via telephone, if it would be possible to call over to see Ms Zelda Sayre. “Well, that depends, does she want to see you?” Annie, the housekeeper, asked. Zelda, earwigging from the kitchen, stifled a laugh. Annie guarded her with the protectiveness of a lioness standing in front of her cubs. Far more than Mama did. She had told Annie more than once, with a gay laugh and an exasperated sigh, that she didn’t need protecting. But Annie only raised her eyebrows and shook her head.

“If anyone needs a bit of protecting, Miss Zelda, it’s you,” she’d reply. “You’re not indestructible.”

“Well, why don’t we ask her?” Scott retorted, Annie told her. After she got off the phone, that is.

“Hmph,” she heard Annie go, a favourite reply of hers when there was much more she wanted to say.

Less than a half hour later, there was a knock at the front door. Before Annie even opened it, Zelda knew Scott was standing on her front porch.

“Miss Zelda,” Annie called, never taking an eye off Scott.

Zelda counted 5 Mississippi’s in her head before she moved a muscle. She smoothed down her dress and did a quick inspection in front of the looking glass on her dresser. Her lips were full and rosy and there was a healthy blush in her cheeks. She ran her fingers through her curly hair, teasing it out to add some volume. She debated whether to go back to her room to apply some of the lipstick she had hidden in one of her stockings but decided against it.

With all the grace of a ballerina, she opened her bedroom door and presented herself to Scott with the air of a Duchess entering The Ritz ballroom.

“Mr Fitzgerald,” she said, hiding her excitement. “Rather persistent, aren’t we?”

“Well, Ms Sayre, I think persistence was the only way I was going to find myself in your company again. And I had something important to tell you. You see, after we met at the country club, I went back to my room and I wrote until nearly dawn. Since then, I knew I had to show you what I’d written. You inspired me.”

Many boys had told Zelda before that she was beautiful. That she was a tease. They had laughed and cheered when she did back stands, gasped with awe when she slid down the bannisters at the offices at the Court Square. But they had never called her inspiring.

“And please, call me Scott,” he added, his golden hair glinting in the early afternoon sunlight.

“Only if you call me Zelda.”

*

They were still on the porch when the Judge arrived home. It wasn’t unusual for him to stay in the office until nearly dusk, preparing for a case or researching arcane aspects of the law for potential usefulness.

He could see the halo of Zelda’s hair from a block away, the light from the house casting a glow around her on the porch. She wasn’t alone either. He looked at his watch, 7:30 pm. He couldn’t remember the last time Zelda was still at home after 6:00 pm. Except when she was grounded.

As he walked up Pleasant Avenue, he heard her gay laughter tinkling like the keys on a piano in between bursts of animated conversation with—what soon became clear—a young gentleman he did not know on his porch, with his youngest daughter. They didn’t even notice him until he was at the foot of the steps.

“Daddy,” she cried, arching herself up from the sprawled position she had been maintaining. He resisted the urge to tell her she was not a cat, so she should not be laid out like one on their porch because his attention was soon drawn to her companion.

The boy was as golden and fair as her with a suit that he hoped had been clean this morning but was now covered in the dust from the porch. His sleeves were rolled up, he wore no tie and his jacket had been discarded onto the empty swing behind them. Between this, the chap’s ink-stained fingers and the empty jug and glasses of lemonade beside them, he surmised they had been there for some time.

“Zelda. Does your mama know you’re out here?” the Judge asked.

“Yes, Daddy. She’s been out every 10 minutes for the last few hours,” Zelda replied, with a roll of her eyes.

“Don’t sass me,” he said, a warning tone in this voice. “Who is your friend?” he asked, turning his gaze to focus on Scott, who, to his credit, jumped to his feet and dusted down his trousers, wiping his hands at the same time.

“Francis Scott Fitzgerald, Mr Sayre,” the young man said, offering his hand.

“Judge Sayre,” he corrected, giving him a firm shake. “And what have you been doing with my daughter?”

“Honestly, Daddy,” Zelda said with that tinkle of laughter again. “You think you had walked in on us half undressed!”

He shot her another look and she, being clever enough sometimes to know when to hold her tongue, raised her hands in mock surrender.

“I met Mr Fitzgerald at the dance at the country club the other week, Daddy. The one you and Mama were so happy I attended,” she added sweetly. At the time, the Judge had been happy for Zelda to dance her ballet at the evening ceremony hosted for the local soldiers. It was good to see her demonstrating some patriotic duty. He suddenly had the impression he would be regretting that particular decision shortly enough.

“Well, Mr Fitzgerald here, attended along with some of the other men stationed at Camp Sheridan. Given our mutual appreciation of the written word, we agreed that I would do him the honour of reading some of his work and giving him my opinion. He wants to be a writer, see,” Zelda explained, her eyes shining with delight.

“Writing is a hobby not a career,” the Judge replied dismissively. “I hope you don’t pin your income to that as a sole source of revenue, Mr Fitzgerald. What rank do you hold?”

“Lieutenant, Judge Sayre. And I very much intend to make my living from writing,” he said, his stance a lot less casual and slack than when the Judge had first arrived. “I must be on my way,” Scott said, the earlier giddiness now gone.

“May I use your bathroom, before I depart?” he asked. The Judge could hardly refuse. Southern Hospitality was bred into his bones. Although he wanted him off his porch as quickly as possible, he would not be rude.

“Certainly,” he replied. “Top of the stairs, first door on the left.”

As Scott made his way into the house, he could hear Zelda admonish her father.

“Honestly, Daddy. If you had your way, I’d never talk to a man until I was facing him in the church in my wedding gown!”

Scott didn’t catch the Judge’s reply, but he had grabbed a sheet of paper and a pen off the side table in the hallway.

When he returned to the porch, Zelda and her father stood in stony silence and it was clear the Judge was not leaving until Scott had gone.

“Well. Thank you, Miss Sayre, for your wonderful input. I do believe the words have been much improved,” he said, offering her his hand.

“I told you, call me Zelda,” she replied, grasping his hand with obvious surprise on her face at his offer of a handshake. She smoothed her expression once she felt his palm. “And I was happy to help. Always good to be Christian, isn’t it, Daddy?”

“Indeed, Zelda,” he replied, “Goodnight, Mr Fitzgerald.”

“Goodnight, Judge Sayre,” Scott replied, once again shaking his hand before dashing down the stairs and off into the night.

Zelda raced to her room, hardly able to contain her eagerness to read the note in her hand. Opening it up, she recognised the paper from the supply in the hallway.

Meet me by the magnolias at 10:00 pm





Chapter Three

At 9:30 pm, like clockwork, she heard the Judge and Mama head up the stairs and ready themselves for bed. They would be awake for another little while, both of them reading something in bed. But once her and Scott were quiet, they wouldn’t be caught.

She waited a few minutes and then, with great care, she slid up the window pane and slipped her bare feet out into the night air and down into the slightly damp grass, her graceful body following quickly behind.

Like a horse let out the gate, she bolted around to the back of the house, took a turn at the outhouse and made her way to the circle trellis just beyond it. Zelda remembered when Mama had it constructed for her. It was early spring and Zelda had rushed into the kitchen one afternoon, demanding and energetic.

“Mama, Mama! I need to borrow some of your silk scarves!” she cried.

“Whatever for?” Minnie asked, placing her cross-stitching on her lap to give her youngest daughter her full attention. She took in the sight of her 6-year-old; the golden sheath of hair, decorated with freshly blooming magnolias, the smear of muck across her cheek. The dance in her eyes.

“I’m playing a game and I’m the Fairy Queen and I need some of your scarves so I can fly around with wings!” she explained.

Not long after that, Annie’s husband, Sam, came by one Saturday with the wood and his saw. Zelda, impatiently tugging on her mama, asked what Sam was doing. Minnie simply smiled and told her daughter to implore patience, an improbable ask.

When Sam was done, Minnie blindfolded Zelda and brought her out to the garden. Before she could see anything, Zelda could smell the flowers.

Having her eyes uncovered was akin to opening a present at Christmas as Zelda took in the scene before her. A large circular trellis had been erected and completely covered in ivory magnolias. They chased each other around the top before draping down like fragrant curtains, trailing the dusty ground beneath. In the centre stood a freshly painted white wooden bench. With wonder and awe, Zelda turned to Minnie.

“Every Fairy Queen needs a throne, my love,” she replied, opening her arms to her beloved baby. Zelda rushed into her enveloping embrace, squealing with delight and gratitude. Now, 11 years later, it was still there. Still Zelda’s throne. She had mentioned the magnolias to Scott earlier; how their smell filled her nose and her senses, how provocative the scents of the South could be. But she hadn’t told him about Minnie’s surprise.

He was smoking a cigarette, standing under her floral kingdom. The pale moonlight just glinted off the magnolia, casting a glow around him. “Can I have a drag?” she asked, sneaking up behind him. His mouth broke into a wide smile.

“I wasn’t sure you would turn up,” he said, passing over his half-smoked Winston.

“That’s part of my charm, nobody ever is,” she replied, inhaling deeply.

He watched her carefully, her reaction to the illicit indulgence. The smoke caught in her throat and she wanted to spit it back out, the irritation tickling a cough. But Zelda never showed weakness. She never showed she was caught off guard. She swallowed it down and settled for a short splutter instead before taking another drag and handing it back to him.

With a silent laugh, he shook his head. “You really are something, aren’t you?” he said, taking two steps away from her, only to take three back.

“Who are you, Zelda Sayre?” he asked, but before even she could think of a witty reply, he continued on. “I’ve dreamt of you every night since we’ve met. Your presence infects my thoughts, my mind. I long to know what you’re doing and who you’re seeing. The way you talk, your mind… I’ve never met anyone like you.” They stood in silence for a moment, Scott regaining his breath as Zelda found herself losing hers.

“I’m mad about you, Zelda. What do you say to that?” he asked demanding to know.

She said the only thing she could say. She walked over to him, ran her fingers through his hair, placed her hand against his cheek and leaning up, kissed him.

He returned her kiss with all the intensity that until then had lain only in his eyes. One hand in her hair, he swung her into his other one so that she was utterly trapped and utterly exhilarated. Their passion was palpable, an urgency and insistence in their kisses. As if they had waited far too long as it was for them. Zelda felt something stir inside her. Not the satisfaction of possession or curiosity as to what the person she was kissing thought of her lips, of her body pressed against them. She wasn’t quite sure what it was. A tenderness, an unlocking. A blossoming of emotion. Something she wasn’t quite in control of.

Breaking off the embrace, she stayed clasped in his arms for a moment, enjoying his nearness. With the delicacy of a butterfly, she fluttered her lips against his, placing the gentlest of kisses on his mouth and began walking away.

“But when will I see you again?” he hissed across the garden, under the stars and the moon.

“In your dreams tonight, apparently,” she said, rounding on him with a smile. “I have a feeling it will be sooner rather than later,” she added. She blew him a kiss and bolted off back into the darkness from which she came. He was completely bewitched.

*

Over the next few weeks it became clear to Zelda, and everyone else around her that Scott was in love with her. This was not an unusual scenario for Zelda Sayre to find herself in. She broke hearts as often as she broke bread the girls said.

It was to her mild astonishment that Zelda found herself also falling in love with Scott. Initially, she was rather amused by the previously unknown feelings that now soared in her heart. The desire, for the first time in her life, to belong to another. Not to surrender herself entirely, exactly. But to share a great deal more of herself than she ever had before.

She found it so easy to talk to Scott. Whether that was about her hopes and ambitions or poetry and books, the hours in his company fell away easily. She took him to the graveyard, showing him the Confederate stones and telling him how peaceful she felt there.

“Probably because I don’t have any competition, I’m the liveliest one of the bunch,” she deadpanned, as they held hands strolling among the dead, the decaying flowers. As they walked, she told him of her own writing in her diary.

She was sweeter on him than on any other boy she had ever dated but that didn’t mean she was any easier on him.

She would leave him swinging for dates. She would deny any offering of an initial time or plan at least twice before accepting. He rarely got to see her two days in a row. One time, she showed him the box full of soldier’s insignia she had, given to her by previous beaux, poking Scott as to whether her recognised any of them.

“Why must you be so cruel?” he replied gruffly, turning his head away from the box. While Scott loved her being desirable to other men, he couldn’t stand the idea of her ever returning their desire.

“Did you think I lived in seclusion before I met you?” she teased, enjoying his pain.

“You don’t live in seclusion now that you have!” he retorted.

He was right. She was still keeping dates, seeing other men. She shrugged her shoulders in response. Scott didn’t need to know that none of them made her feel the way he did. Let him watch the men he lived with at camp and wonder which one of them Zelda was allowing to be sweet on her.

More than a few of them were.

The fighter pilots drove manoeuvres across her house, doing belly rolls and high 8s above the Sayre’s back yard, to the endless entertainment of Zelda and eternal annoyance of the Judge. Although, to be fair, there was little that didn’t annoy the judge. When Scott attended his first dinner at the Sayre’s, a formal signal of his intentions towards Zelda, the meal ended in the Judge chasing Zelda around the table, a carving knife unfortunately held in his right hand giving him the appearance of a madman as he tried to force an apology out of her for some insult.

“So how is the writer?” Sara Mayfield asked her one day as they were putting the finishing touches on the war benefit ball they were throwing that night. “Does he still think it’s you that makes the stars glow?”

“I have no idea what you mean,” Zelda said in mock humility, a hand across her heart in jest she added, “he’s told me he’s in love with me,” a little shyly for Zelda.

“Who hasn’t, darling?” Sara retorted, rather drolly. Being Zelda’s friend meant watching countless potential beaux lose their hearts and their senses to the unstoppable Miss Sayre.

“I’m very fond of him,” Zelda carried on. “Well, more than fond if truth be told. But I can’t make it too easy for him, can I?” she said laughing, her eyes focused on rolling the bandages in front of her. But Sara noticed something different with her friend. A guardedness about her.

“My gosh, do you love him too? Has this Northern Yankee gotten under the skin of Montgomery’s premiere belle?” Sara asked, with a good deal of teasing but an even greater deal of curiosity.

“There’s definitely something about him,” Zelda conceded. “But then again, they all have something about them at the beginning!”

*

The truth was Zelda did feel differently about Scott than she had about anyone else ever before. But the last thing she wanted was for him to know that and she went to intricate lengths to disguise that very fact.

Near the end of September, she did something which revealed the depth to which Scott’s feelings ran for her and in doing so, forced herself to reveal her own.

She had arranged a date with Scott, he was to pick her up at 7:10 pm. “Why such an odd time?” he asked on the phone.

“I have errands and things until late afternoon and I want to make sure I’m ready for you,” she murmured sweetly. At 7:08 pm, Scott was making his way up Pleasant Avenue. He had a slim book of poetry in his jacket pocket. He had previously mentioned it to Zelda and thought she might enjoy it. He could hear her laughter from the porch and he was surprised that she was ready to go for their date. More often than not, he would be left making small talk with Minnie while Zelda tried to find her matching shoe or something else that had been misplaced.

As he got closer, he saw she was not alone.

The Judge and Minnie sat on large wicker chairs, opposite Zelda and Peyton Mathis. Scott’s eyes drank it all in. The Judge’s kindly smile at Peyton, Minnie benevolently looking on. Peyton, the very essence of Southern Gentleman—The Prince of the Confederacy is what they called him around town. To Scott, he was another monotonous dullard. Peyton, sitting on the porch with his girl, her pale hand draped just so across his forearm. His Zelda; looking at this oaf as if he was a pineapple cube she couldn’t wait to swallow.

He stood there for a moment. Watching from the outside. Not belonging.

Zelda lifted her head and looked out into the street. She was searching for him. When she found him, she knitted her brow and gave a slight shrug of her shoulders, as if to say “What could I do?”

She watched him take something out of his jacket pocket, place it between her neighbour’s garbage bins and walk away. She could not help but register the pain on his face as he did so and while she got a kick from his jealousy, she also felt fear that perhaps she had gone too far. For the first time, she was afraid of losing him.

She got rid of Peyton not long after. Professing a headache, she requested that she please be excused. Mama and the Judge entertained him for a while longer, so as not to be rude. Heaven forbid, thought Zelda, that anyone of good standing should ever consider the Judge rude! She waited until their company had departed and her parents had moved from the porch to hop out her window and run over to the garbage bins.

It was a book of poetry. Zelda recognised the name as one Scott had mentioned the other night. He had said that these words nearly matched her own beauty and that he hoped to have the pleasure of reading them aloud to her in a moment of perfect symmetry. She flicked the pages back, stopping to read one or two of the verses before she noticed the writing on the inside cover.

Zelda,

The words in this book hardly do justice to how you make me feel. But until I find the right ones to commit to paper in your honour, these will have to suffice.

Let us alight to a whole new world together.

Yours, Scott

That night, she slept with the book under her pillow.

*

Two things happened in quick succession after the incident with Peyton. First, Zelda, wanting to ensure her position in Scott’s eyes, decided to amend the lie she had planned on telling him.

Originally, she was going to say that she had forgotten she had made two dates on the same night and she was just blushing to her toes about the mix up of it all. But given the circumstances—the book of poetry, the crushed look on Scott’s face, the dead weight in her own stomach—she amended the fiction to absolve herself of all blame.

“Darling,” she said, breathlessly down the phone. “I’m so sorry! It was all the Judge’s fault!”

She sensed that whatever Scott had been about to say, this stopped him in his tracks. “Peyton had asked for some legal advice on a marble deal he was thinking of getting involved in and Daddy told him to stop by the house on Saturday after work. Well, he left until after 6:30 to call over ’cause he didn’t know when Daddy would be finished and when he did, the Judge insisted I sit and chew the fat with them a while.”

“You know, darling, Peyton and I go back… So I think Daddy was trying to play love match,” she added, the only noise down the line was Scott’s breathing. “But I longed to be with you.”

The silence between them was heavy down the phone as Scott processed what she had just told him, weighing it up in his mind. But like any good bluffer, Zelda knew she needed to let the silence be. If she tried too hard to sell it, she would lose him.

“Meet me by the quarry in an hour,” he said, before hanging up the phone.

*

An hour later, Zelda arrived at the quarry in her pale pink dress that she knew brought out the rose of her lips. Scott was passing back and forth on the dusty stones, his hand shoved into his pockets and his expression grave but determined.

He can’t be breaking it off, Zelda thought, he would’ve done that over the phone, wouldn’t he?

He caught her out of the corner of his eye. “Zelda,” he said, sounding almost surprised to see her as if he wasn’t the one who organised this meeting. Striding to stand in front of her in the space of a breath, he put his hand beside her cheek, using his other one to smooth back the hair that had fallen in front of her eye. All the tenderness of the world was wrapped up in how he looked at her in the moment, and in spite of herself, Zelda felt her knees go weak.

“Is that the truth of why that brute was there?” he asked, suddenly dropping his hands and taking a step back from her. All business.

“Yes, I promise,” she said earnestly. “I had been so looking forward to our date,” she said. Again, the silence. She was just about to tell him that she had found the book of poetry, when he turned back to her, his green eyes ablaze.

“It was torture for me to watch you sitting there with him, Zelda. Your hands on him, your leg beside him.”

“Why, you make it sound quite indecent, Scott!” she said, a little laugh in her throat. But he carried on, as if she hadn’t even spoken.

“Laughing and playing the good little Southern housewife when you and I both know you’re more than that! He can’t even excite you, can he? None of them can. It’s not the same when you’re around him, or any of them, as it is when you’re with me! I know it isn’t!”

She had never seen him so animated before, so passionate.

“The very air changes when you and I are together!” He took a few breaths as Zelda stood there, feeling naked. Raw.

“You belong to me, Zelda Sayre!” he bellowed.

She opened her mouth to argue, but he beat her to the punch. “I know you’re going to say you don’t, you don’t belong to anyone, that you’re not a thing to possess,” he said, pacing back and forth.

“But don’t you see, you do! It may take you a while to admit it but you belong to me. We belong together.”

Zelda stood there in shock. Scott was not the first man to profess love or admiration for her, it wasn’t that. In fact, what he was saying wasn’t really to do with love or admiration. It was about fate. Destiny.

Before she could even gather her thoughts, Scott stopped his pacing and with his beautiful brow furrowed, strode towards her. He took her in his arms and kissed her; with more passion and fervour than she had ever been kissed with and she was meeting him equally. Their hands were running everywhere, no pretence of manners or restraint any longer.

As the afternoon sun beat down on her back, Scott’s hands in her hair, around her waist, running over her breasts, Zelda knew she was passing the point of no return. Not physically; heavy petting was as far as things got that day between them. But in her heart. In the one place where no man had ever gotten in. Her last, uncrossed threshold. F Scott Fitzgerald had opened her soul and made it home.





Chapter Four

The second thing that happened was Scott got his orders to go north.

Zelda was hat shopping with Katharine when she ran into him, a fistful of papers fluttering in his hand.

“Zelda, Zelda!” he yelled from across the street. The passing tram made him appear in kaleidoscope to her, his image shuttering in snippets through the windows.

He ran across to her, an indistinguishable look across his face. Surprise, but something else too.

“I’ve got them, I’m going,” he said, quite out of breath.

“Going where?” she asked, fearing the answer.

“North and then France!” he exclaimed.

It was in his answer that she figured out what the other thing was; fear mixed with excitement. It was the same expression most of the men had when they got their marching orders. Big boys, playing at war. The opportunity of glory elevating them from the humdrum obscurity of their regular lives. Anybody could be a hero when a war was on.

She wasn’t sure any of them truly knew what it was they were running to when they set off for the front. It wasn’t tin cans and green men in the grass then. It was screaming and blood and the smoke of sulphur caught in your nostrils. It was inescapable.

She had seen the returned ones around town. The ones who had been injured in France, who came home with medals and a shred of their sanity. They walked around in a daze; the light that had once leapt from their eyes in the face of man’s cruelty had been left across the seas.

Scott was not exempt from the allure of heroics. He had written many times in his head, she was sure, how his war adventure would go. A gee whiz of an escapade, some tight corners but ultimately, he would return. But did he ever think of how he might return? If the light in his eyes would still be there?

He was already walking away from her, backwards up the street. “But when do you leave? Do you get any time off before you go?” she asked, hearing the panic rising in her own throat.

“I must dash,” Scott said, as he continued moving backwards up the pavement, knocking into women and children without noticing. “But I will tell you all. Meet me at The Club tonight?” he asked. “Seven? We’ll talk it all out over dinner,” he said, nearly out of earshot.

“Okay, seven,” she replied, just before he turned the corner.

She stood on the pavement, momentarily dazed until Katharine grabbed her arm and began walking her back to the shops. “Well, that puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?” Katharine said, surprised by the extent the news seemed to be affecting Zelda. She was so outlandish with so much of herself, but when it came to affaires de cœur, she played her cards close to her chest. Katharine never knew what was really going on in Zelda’s head, never mind her heart.

“Yes,” Zelda said in a whisper, “it does.”

*

“Mama, I have to go!” Zelda said, throwing herself into the nearest chair with a great deal of dramatic flair.

“I don’t see why,” the Judge said, entering the room. He wasn’t long in the door—it was only 5:30—but it was a Friday, the one day of week where he allowed himself to leave the office at a reasonable hour. He had taken a seat in what Zelda thought of as Mama’s room.

The piano lived there along with the books the Judge considered too common or unchallenging to be included in the library in his office. When it wasn’t being used for entertaining her friends, Mama mainly used this room as her space; it wasn’t uncommon to find bits of Zelda’s ballet costumes, books put down mid-chapter or spools of cross-stitching thread scattered around. It also housed the Judge on Friday nights when he and Minnie would relax in here, discussing the events of the week. Hence why the Judge walked in and heard Zelda ask her mother to allow her to miss Red Cross training in order to go to dinner with Scott.

“Surely this is a prime opportunity to cut ties with the boy,” he said, sitting heavily into Minnie’s couch as Annie brought him a tall, chilled glass of iced tea.

“I certainly have no intention of cutting anything with him, Daddy!” Zelda cried, outraged at the suggestion. She crossed her arms in front of her in a sulk.

The Judge sipped his drink and settled himself in front of Zelda, fixing her with the same steely gaze he had used when inspecting her for her first day of school.

“I want you to listen to me, baby. Which is not one of your strong suits. Can you do that?” he asked.

He wasn’t angry nor did he seem to be building towards it. He was determined.

“It depends on what you have to say,” Zelda retorted, haughtily.

“Zelda! Don’t sass your father like that!” Minnie admonished.

With minimal grace, Zelda acquiesced. “Yes,” she said, “I’ll listen.”

“Francis Scott Fitzgerald is not the man for you,” he said calmly. She began to protest, but he held up his index finger, silencing her. “You agreed you would listen,” he reminded her.

"He is a carpetbagger. He is not from the South. He doesn’t understand our ways and he has no breeding. He wears smart suits and talks clever but that’s all he is. He has no substance. This writing business, that is no way for a man to make money, Zelda. It is certainly no way for a husband to provide for his wife and children. There is no future with this boy. He will spend his life swinging from one branch to the next, with no guarantee or knowledge of whether the next branch is lower or higher than the last.

“I may not understand you, in a lot of ways, Zelda. But I know you. We have given you a good life. You have not wanted for anything. In fact, you’ve gotten more than your brother or sisters ever did. You are indulged and coddled and as much as you clearly desire a life different to the one we lead, you will not deal well with insecurity. Scott is weak, he is Catholic, and to be perfectly honest, he is too fond of liquor for my liking. End this charade. Go find someone that you could really marry. It won’t end well for either of you otherwise. You’re too different.”

The Judge finished his soliloquy then sat back into the chair and sipped his drink, as if they were sitting in the most pleasant of silences after discussing which flowers they should plant in the spring.

Minnie looked from Zelda to her husband, waiting for the bomb she was sure was about to be dropped. She could see the red creeping up Zelda’s neck, a sure sign of her anger. But to her surprise, Zelda stood up calmly and when she spoke, it was in an even tone.

“You’re right that you don’t understand me,” she said, an edge of steel in her voice. “Nor do I you. Or this town, with its small-mindedness and its petty rules. I don’t understand them and I don’t want to. As for Scott and I? We are far more alike than you want to concede, Daddy. If there’s anyone in this world who is suited to me, it’s that Northern Yankee carpetbagger you hate so much!”

With that, she stormed out of the room, slamming every door to her bedroom on the way.

“She would break her own heart just to spite me!” the Judge said, slamming his glass on the table and splashing iced tea in the process.

Minnie, who was on her way out the room after Zelda, turned to him, “No, she wouldn’t,” she said, “but she won’t break it just to please you either.”

*

Zelda felt butterflies in her stomach as she pulled on her stockings and tried to tame her tangled mess of hair. Mama sat on the bed, watching her, silently. Her mind and attention seemed very far away.

“Baby, I don’t think you should make any promises you’re not sure you can keep,” she said, quietly.

“Yes, Mama, that’s some good advice,” Zelda replied, pretending to be puzzled as she sat in front of her dresser, assessing her appearance in the looking glass. Her cheeks were a little flushed. Must be from those cross words with Daddy, she thought. No need to rouge them tonight.

“You know what’s going to happen tonight, don’t you?” Minnie asked, moving over so that she stood behind her youngest and most impetuous daughter, meeting her gaze in the mirror. “He’s going to ask you to marry him.”

Zelda couldn’t help the smile that rose to her lips, an edge of giddiness almost palpable around her. “I, we don’t know that, Mama, he just said he wanted to talk…” Zelda said, with humility she did not possess.

“It is unlike you to be either bashful or foolish, certainly not the two together,” Minnie snapped.

Startled, Zelda straightened her posture a little. She was used to the Judge making such criticisms and speaking to her in such tones but not her mama.

Marjorie had just re-entered the room with the earrings she had promised Zelda could borrow and Zelda caught her eye in the mirror. Marjorie had raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips into a rounded O after hearing Minnie’s last sentence. It seemed Mama was taking everybody by surprise tonight.

“Zelda, that boy is going to ask you to marry him,” Minnie said, in a much more Minnie-like tone. She picked up a comb from the dresser and began combing Zelda’s golden hair with soft, long strokes.

“And?” Zelda asked tartly.

“And, it wouldn’t be right to make promises you cannot keep,” Minnie said.

“Who said I can’t keep them?” Zelda asked, more saucily than sincerely.

“You think I know nothing of what it’s like to be young, to be inflamed by the passions of youth,” Minnie said, her voice a near strangled tenor. Zelda didn’t think she had ever heard her mama talk like that before.

“To have dreams and desires and complete conviction that if only you do the exact opposite of what everyone before you has done, your life will be very wonderful and happy.” Both Zelda and Marjorie were transfixed at this glimpse of their Mama—at a young Minnie Machen.

“Zelda, you have had a good life. You’ve never wanted for anything,” Minnie said softly.

Offended, Zelda leapt out of the seat, whirling to face her mother. “There is more to life than trinkets! I don’t only care about material things!”

“Yes, there is more to life than that,” Minnie agreed, lowering the comb to Zelda’s dresser. “I know you don’t only care about material things, but you do care about them. We all do! You cannot live on air and love, baby!”

“Sit down, Zelda,” Marjorie urged from the doorway. “There’s no point getting in a tizzy before you go out, Mama is only looking out for you.”

Zelda threw her a traitorous look. “Yes, thank you, Marjorie,” Minnie said. She turned back to Zelda, gesturing to her to sit down again in front of the mirror. With slight hesitation, Zelda conceded, allowing Minnie to brush her hair again. “I won’t say any more on the subject tonight, Zelda, except for this. You know yourself and you know your own mind. Do not be unrealistic about what you are and aren’t willing to give up—and what this Fitzgerald chap can and can’t give you. You will only cause yourself a lifetime of unhappiness, baby, and that would just break my heart,” Minnie said, with a catch in her throat.

Zelda opened her mouth to try and offer some words of comfort to her dear mama whom she loved so, but before she could speak, Minnie’s face changed completely, like a spell had been broken.

“Now, let’s see these earrings on, shall we?” Minnie said, as if the previous conversation had never even happened.

*

Zelda waited in the lobby of the club, her stomach and hands fluttering and nervous. She kept tucking a curl behind her ear, pacing in a figure of eight, one eye on the doorway waiting for Scott.

Is it because he’s going to war? Because of the fight with the Judge? Because of what he might ask of me? Zelda thought to herself, unsure if any of the questions were the right one. Then suddenly, there he was. He looked so handsome and cool. His hair was slicked back, his suit was beautifully pressed and cut close to his lean figure. He was so clean and fresh, Zelda just wanted to kiss him there and then.

He quickly found her, striding over then suddenly stopping like a horse who had been tugged by its rider. Lifting her left hand, he bent over and kissed her fingers. Laughing at his theatrics, Zelda watched as he drank her in. She had to admit, she looked especially fine tonight. Her dress was lavender, trimmed with gold thread at the drapes of material which hung down in petals from her hips. With her golden hair framing her face and her own eyes ablaze, she thought what a handsome couple they made together.

“You are simply breathtaking, Zelda. As always,” Scott purred, wrapping one arm around her waist as he ushered her over to the dining room.

“And you, are simply enchanting, Scott. As always,” she purred back sweetly. “Let’s enjoy the last supper.”

*

It was a superb dinner, Scott sparing no expense. When she couldn’t decide between starters, Scott made her order both, cost be damned. He pulled a flask from inside his suit pocket, liberally adding some gin to their drinks and the whole meal passed in a happy buzz. It wasn’t until dessert that they addressed the elephant in the room.

“So when do you leave?” Zelda asked, dipping a spoon into the sundae they were sharing.

“Two days,” Scott said, swallowing a spoonful of chocolate ice cream. Zelda felt her stomach clench. 48 hours.

“They don’t mess around, do they?” she asked far more lightly than she felt.

“The US Army certainly does not mess around. I’ll be up North for a few weeks and then—to France!” Scott said, raising his hand in mock salute, spoon still clenched in his fist.

“Are you scared?” Zelda asked, putting her own spoon down. The thought of Scott in France had entirely killed her appetite.

“Yes,” he said freely, taking her back by surprise. Most of the men never admitted such things, even if they were. “But not of France,” he added. “I’m afraid of losing you.”

“Oh,” Zelda said, sitting upright in her chair. “I shouldn’t worry about losing me, darling, I’m not the one going off to France.”

“You know what I mean, Zelda. I love you. I want you to still be here when I get back. I want you to still be mine,” Scott said, his voice becoming more urgent.

“I love you too, darling. But I don’t recall ever saying I was yours,” Zelda shot back playfully.

“Zelda, be serious. Please,” Scott pleaded.

Clearly he was gearing up to something she couldn’t stop. She could at least have it happen somewhere less conspicuous. “Let’s change scene, darling. This is all beginning to feel rather formal,” she said, gesturing at their surroundings. “Shall we go for a walk?” she asked.

“Sure. Okay,” Scott agreed, signalling for the bill. In five minutes, they were outside under the inky night sky, stars glittering above. They walked briefly, in silence. Zelda drew the air into her lungs. It was finally beginning to cool, now that they were headed into winter. The days were getting shorter, the heat was tempering down and the leaves were swirling onto the ground. A new year was coming; 1919 was just around the corner.

Scott stopped, suddenly, at a street corner. Assuming he was trying to figure out where they were going, Zelda asked, “Where do you want to walk to?” But when she turned to face him, she saw that the last thing on his mind was their walking route.

“Zelda, will you marry me?” he said, breathless as if they had been running instead of strolling. There it was, hanging in the night air. She couldn’t pretend she didn’t know his intentions any longer.

“I wasn’t planning on doing it here,” he said, waving his hands about him taking in the public street and dirty road they stood next to. “But I just had to get it out. Zelda, I love you. I worship the ground you walk on. Marry me.”

“Oh, Scott,” Zelda said, restarting their walking with a quickened pace. She took off with the speed of someone who suddenly remembered they had left the bath water running.

Scott implored her to slow down as he skipped along beside her constantly watching her face for an expression of her intent. She barely heard him. Stopping suddenly, she turned to face him, asking, “Is this because you’re going north?”

“Yes, of course, it is,” he said, surprised.

“Well gee, thanks, Scott!” she angrily replied, resuming her rushing pace again.

“What?” Scott asked incredulously. “How have I offended you? I want you to be my wife!”

“Yes,” she yelled back at him as her fell behind her. “Because you’re going off to war and you think you might die! That’s why you’re asking me! Not out of romance or tenderness!”

Scott stood rooted to the very ground by her accusation, stunned at the evening’s turn of events. Realising that Zelda was disappearing into the night sky, he ran to catch up with her. Jumping in front of her, he put both his hands out, a hand placed on each of her shoulders, forcing her to face him. He looked around, somehow, they had managed to nearly make it all the way back to Zelda’s home. She could really move when she wanted to. “I can assure you, Zelda, that there is plenty of romance and tenderness in my proposal. I love you!” he said, searching her magical eyes for a hint of what was happening behind them.

She wasn’t as angry now. Was she sulking? Wounded? He wasn’t sure.

“But that’s not why you’re asking me, Scott. Not because you cannot stand another minute passing where I am not your wife. But because you don’t want to feel that if you die on the battlefield, you’re dying alone. If we are engaged, than a part of me will die with you too then,” she said, rushed, emotional. She wiped a tear away from her cheek and he wasn’t quite sure what to say.

“How can you ask such a thing of me? To carry your ghost for all my days? To wonder if you would have really married me had you returned, or was I simply the stopgap until you came back and chose another? No, Scott. Your proposal was a selfish one and by your very asking, I have reason to question the very love you claim to possess for me,” she said, quietly, before ducking out from underneath his arms.

“Now I’m going home,” she said, scurrying off up the street. “Do not follow me, I don’t want to see anymore of you tonight.”

In shock and silence, Scott stood there. Watching the girl he loved be engulfed by the night, trying to figure out what he had done wrong.





Chapter Five

She refused to talk to anyone when she got in that night. Although she managed to contain the tsunami of her tears until she got into her bedroom, it was clear from her expression that she was greatly upset.

“Zelda, is that you?” her mama called out from the living room when the front door closed. “You’re back early,” she said as Zelda heard her footsteps move across the floor towards her bedroom. Zelda didn’t want to see her, she didn’t want to see anyone.

“Yes, Mama. I’m tired. Goodnight!” Zelda yelled, scurrying to her room and shutting the door behind her. As she pressed her back against the door, she could hear Minnie’s footsteps enter the hallway and move towards her room. She mentally willed her mother not to come in, to leave her alone. Her wish was granted—Minnie retreated and Zelda was left be.

Sliding her back down against the door, Zelda sat on the floor and finally allowed her tears to fall unhindered.

She hadn’t expected the proposal to feel like that. She knew when Scott started moving towards it in the restaurant that she didn’t want him to ask. But she wasn’t sure why until he actually said the words.

These boys—not men because that’s what they were—going off to war, they were making decisions about a life they did not know they would have. Making promises they didn’t know they could keep. In times of war, rationale and consideration went out the window. Zelda knew it; it justified half of her decision making most days. Even though no bombs fell on Montgomery, Zelda and all her set lived as if every day were their last. Who cared how much gin they drank, boys they danced with, kisses they gave away and rules they broke when there was so much uncertainty in the world? Why wait for a tomorrow when none of them were even sure it would arrive and if it did, what form it would take?

But when Scott asked Zelda to be his wife, she could not help but consider the future. For that is what he was asking of her—for her to take a bet on him now. To throw her future happiness in with his. To make a decision—without the full knowledge of the facts before her—that in one way or another, would affect the rest of her life.

Zelda didn’t want the days ahead of her to be haunted by what ifs. To reside in a limbo between unmarried and free. She meant everything she had said to Scott, the burden of what he asked of her. She knew that many men asked their sweethearts for their allegiance, for their hand, before they went off to the front. She just wasn’t sure she was one of the sweethearts who could say yes.

She wasn’t sure of a lot of things. If they weren’t in a war, if Scott were just asking out of love and devotion, would she want to marry him? Would she say yes? She really didn’t know. She felt a great deal of tenderness for him. Love, even. Although she had said it to him, she had not allowed herself to admit it to her heart. But she did love him. But did she love him enough to marry him?

Then, as much as she hated to admit it, there were all the things the Judge had said. She didn’t know whether she believed in any of those things or agreed with him. Even Mama had implored her not to tie herself to a man she couldn’t stay with and Mama had only ever wanted her happiness her entire life.

Her head pounding, she lay down fully dressed on her bed and cried herself to sleep.

*

Zelda woke early the next day but saw no need to dress herself. She had risen during the night and changed into a cotton nightdress and washed the make-up off her face. She now planned on spending the entire day in bed reading books; if Mama or the Judge passed comment, she would simply tell them it was her monthly time. She did not want to see anyone or speak to anyone.

So she hardly noticed when the doorbell rang. It was only a few minutes later when Marjorie swept into her room that her concentration was broken from the passage of poetry she had immersed herself in.

Closing the door carefully behind her, Marjorie turned, surprised to see Zelda still in bed.

“Scott is here to see you, you better get dressed,” Marjorie said, opening up Zelda’s closet and searching through it.

“I don’t want to see him,” Zelda replied, not lifting her gaze from her Emily Dickinson.

“Zelda, the boy said he ships out tomorrow and he has to see you before he goes. He has a big ol’ bouquet of the finest flowers from Miss Smyth’s and the most forlorn expression on his face I’ve ever seen a young man carry. Did y’all have a fight last night?” Marjorie asked, examining dresses only to push them back into the closet.

At the mention of flowers, Marjorie had grabbed Zelda’s attention. She now sat upright in the bed, Emily Dickinson cast to one side.

“He asked me to marry him and I told him it was the most selfish thing I’d ever heard,” Zelda said, embellishing for dramatic flair.

That stopped Marjorie in her tracks.

“Lord, you better tell me what happened,” she said, sitting herself down beside Zelda’s feet. So she did, more or less, tell Marjorie what had happened. Zelda also told her about her confusion and tears when she came home last night; about wanting to be with Scott but being scared of the future. She told Marjorie things she hadn’t been quite able to figure out up until that moment—that she loved Scott, but she wasn’t sure she could trust him with her future.

“Well, I’ll admit I’m a bit pleased to hear you being sensible for a chance,” Marjorie said, smoothing out the covers on the bed.

“Awh hell,” Zelda replied, leaping from under the covers. “Are you trying to make me go out there and say yes?”

Marjorie laughed. “No, baby, I’m not. But you do need to go out there. Stick to your guns. If he does love you, he won’t mind waiting a while. Now get out of that nightgown and put on something presentable,” she said, taking Zelda’s hand.

Scott was just about to give up a few minutes later when he heard Zelda’s footsteps padding across the hallway. He had been pacing the veranda for the last ten minutes with a giant bouquet of lilies as the Judge spied on him from his office. He had one foot on the steps down when the porch door swung open and Zelda stood there. Her hair looked rather rumpled and for once, she wasn’t wearing even a hint of make-up. She had a plain white frock on and her feet were bare. Her eyes looked like the sky after a great storm had cleared; blue and watery and endless. He longed to engulf her in his arms and promise her the world.

“Darling, for you,” he said, walking over to her, flowers outstretched.

She took them gracefully, sniffing the open lilies before resting them across her left forearm.

“They’re beautiful, Scott. But I’m not sure why I’m getting flowers. I did refuse you,” she said, looking up at him inquisitively.

“I know and I know why—you don’t want to be betrothed to a corpse. I understand my darling, even if I wish you didn’t feel that way. So we shan’t talk about it again this side of the war. Okay?” he asked, pleadingly.

“Scott…” she began. How could she tell him she wasn’t sure her answer would be any different after the war?

“Not another word on the subject, Zelda,” he said sternly. He grabbed her free hand. “Watching you walk away from me last night tore my heart. I never want to see you do it again. We only have a little time together; say we can go to the creek for the afternoon? I want to feel the sunshine on my skin and hold you in my arms.”

She gazed up at him, taking in the green of his eyes, the curve of his blonde hair. His parted lips looked so inviting as was his actual invitation. “How could a gal possibly say no?” she replied, squeezing his hand. “Just let me put these flowers in some water and grab my shoes.”

*

It was a perfect afternoon. They splashed about by the water’s edge and held each other, lying on the soft grass allowing the sun to warm their noses and cheeks. They traded secrets and kisses until the sky began to darken and Zelda knew she must get home. Scott had to go back to the barracks, pack up the last of his things.

He asked her not to go to the station in the morning, even though she offered.

“No, my darling,” he said, holding her head and shoulders across his chest, her miraculous eyes looking up at him. “If you do have to remember me, I want it to be like this, on this wonderful afternoon. Our stolen moments in the sun.”

Pushing herself up, she kissed him. With all the love she felt running through her body, with all the passion she could muster to her lips. As if it were the very last time she was kissing him. Zelda insisted on them parting at the creek.

“We’re going in complete opposite directions,” she said. “Besides, I want to remember you here, okay?” she asked.

“Okay,” Scott murmured into her hair as they held each other in a final embrace. More kisses, more touches. She didn’t want it to end. But she knew it must.

Minnie and Marjorie sat on the porch making the most of the last rays of sunshine. Minnie was cross-stitching, Marjorie was writing a letter to her husband when they spotted Zelda making her way up the street. She seemed as if she were in a complete daze.

Humming a tune, she waltzed up the garden path to the veranda, her head in the clouds and her heart with Scott, completely oblivious to the world around her. It was only when Marjorie cleared her throat did she even notice they were there.

“Hello, Mama, Marjorie,” she said, floating up the stairs. “Beautiful day,” she added, before disappearing into the house.

“Uh oh,” Minnie said, turning to Marjorie, “she’s in love.”

*

Scott sent his first letter from Camp Mills a few days after he arrived. As the late autumn days turned into cool winter sunlight, Zelda wondered what would become of them all. She had never wished for a crystal ball more in her life.

Having finished high school, she tried to find things to fill her days. She wrote Scott all the news that there was in Montgomery—from who slighted who that week to details of the oil painting class that she had just begun. For his part, Scott wrote back about the sense of urgency in the camp; all the men waiting on tenterhooks, itching for news from the across the Atlantic.

Zelda felt the world around her grow small. Not just because of Scott’s absence—although there was a large hole in her world that could not be easily filled. Many of her classmates and friends had gone to college, leaving behind Montgomery and its confines. During the day, Zelda occupied herself with painting or efforts for the Red Cross. For old times’ sake, she sometimes practiced ballet, enjoying the stretching of her limbs and the rigidness of her posture as she spun and jumped across the room. Her nights were spent with the men who hadn’t left for college or with some of the soldiers still stationed nearby. She danced and attended soirées and snuck gin and accepted some kisses but her heart was no longer in it. All the things that once brought her excitement only seemed to leave an ashen taste in her mouth.

She heard Mama and Marjorie discussing her one day. They hadn’t realised she was back from the library. They stood in the kitchen inspecting the squashes Annie had brought into the house when she heard her name.

“I worry about Zelda, Marjorie. She seems so rudderless these days,” she heard Mama say as she picked up some of the produce.

“She’s just settling into life after High School,” Marjorie replied.

“It’s more than that, she seems lost. Maybe I should’ve pushed for her to go to college,” Minnie said, chiding herself and her lack of discipline with her children.

Zelda heard Marjorie laugh. “Zelda in college? Hardly. She barely made it through high school. Besides, she would’ve hated it. We were all a little lost after school, just give her some time,” Marjorie added, trying to reassure Minnie.

Zelda carefully backtracked out into the hallway and into her room. Lost. Yes, I am, she thought to herself, lost without Scott, lost without purpose, lost in this god-forsaken town.

Only Scott’s letters helped. He began most of them ‘Dear, Dear Girl’ and signed them ‘Desirously, Scott’. At night, she took them out and re-read them, his words and declarations lulling her to sleep. Words were her only saviour; when she wasn’t reading his letters or writing a reply, she was filling in her diary. She went to the old Confederate graveyard and wrote about the tombs and the flowers, how she felt as lifeless as the dead. Constantly, she had the feeling that she was waiting for something but she was not sure what.

Then, just three weeks after Scott’s departure, the most wonderful news came. The Judge tore into the house one afternoon, most unlike him. He was smiling and positively giddy.

“Minnie? Minnie?” they heard him call before they saw him. The Sayre women, all settled in Minnie’s room in their various tasks, looked up at each other in surprise and confusion.

“In here, Anthony, whatever is the matter?” Minnie asked, setting aside her book and note paper. She was toying with the idea of putting on a stage production of Helen of Troy to raise money for the troops. She had been thinking that Zelda would be perfect to play Helen and it would give her something to focus on.

“It’s done, the war. It’s over!” he said, bursting into the sitting room, a big grin across his face. He threw the newspaper onto an empty chair before grabbing Minnie in his arms and twirling her around the room. Zelda and Marjorie stood up, amazed at the news, at the display of affection from the Judge, at everything.

Marjorie grabbed the paper, scanning and reading the headline and story underneath. She raised her hand to her mouth and Zelda could see that it was shaking.

“Oh my Lord, it really is over!” she yelled, before bursting into tears. Minnie ran to comfort her as the worry of the last two years—as long as her sweetheart Brinson had been away—fell out of her chest and eyes.

The Judge strode over to Zelda with glee in his eyes. He brushed his fingers against her cheek before doing something most unexpected—he hugged her. “This madness is over,” he said into her neck. Yes, Zelda thought, and Scott is coming home.





Chapter Six

Scott arrived back two weeks later. Zelda met him at the station, this time, having received word that he had secured travel from DC in a telegram along with his arrival time in Montgomery.

Since the Armistice, a new joy had filled the town. Everywhere you went, spirits were high and people were gay. The melancholy and loss that had followed Zelda around the last few weeks seemed to disappear with the presence of war. Scott was safe, she was young and beautiful and everything lay ahead. Life, once again, had so much promise. For Zelda, it felt like time passed in a haze. The constant rush and urgency that had hung in the air for the last few years melted away, like morning dew. There was nothing but time. Scott and Zelda resumed their romance with the familiarity and ease of pulling on an old pair of shoes.

One weekend, with Sara Haardt home from college, they all went to a dance at The Exchange Hotel. “The night is young and so are we!” Zelda squealed as she, Sara, Katharine and a few of the other girls ran off to the dance floor to shake their limbs and revel in delight. Scott stood awkwardly with the other men; John Sellers, Peyton Mathis and some other chaps he didn’t recognise. He always felt desperately uncomfortable with the Southern men; they only ever wanted to talk sports or cars or business—none of which excited Scott all that much.

Scott gazed off into the dance floor, trying to peer over the shoulders of young ladies and around the heads of the accompanying men, wondering if he should go searching for Zelda.

“What’s the matter, old sport, worried she’s abandoned you already?” Peyton said, having noticed Scott’s gaze fixed on where Zelda had last been seen twirling. Peyton clapped him on the back. “Don’t worry, she always comes back for a refreshment after the third dance, doesn’t she, John?” he asked in John’s direction, never taking his eyes off Scott.

“Certainly,” John answered smugly. The two burst out laughing; a dirty, sleazy chuckle that infuriated Scott. He knew exactly what they were trying to do—their insinuation of familiarity, the jeering and leering at him, at his longing for Zelda. They were mocking him. God, they were insufferable. At least, without a bit of something to fortify him. Turning his back on them, he made his way to some empty seats at the side of the dance floor and proceeded to take liberal helpings of the whiskey inside the flask in his jacket. A while later, Zelda returned to where she had left the boys, except Scott wasn’t to be seen.

“Hey, Mathis, seen my date?” she asked Peyton, playfully punching him in the arm. Peyton took her in—her flushed cheeks, her sparkling eyes, her heaving bosom. She was delectable.

“You mean Scotch Fitzgerald?” he asked, nudging his elbow into John, who was standing beside him.

“Har har, you’re so witty. You can hardly talk, I can smell the gin from here. Seriously, where is he?” Zelda said, getting worried that he hadn’t appeared by her side.

“We’ve no idea, Zelda,” John said, butting in. “He wasn’t our date. But if you’re looking for someone to take you for a spin on the dance floor, I’m happy to oblige,” he added, leering at her.

She didn’t answer, she just turned her back on both of them, wondering where the heck Scott could’ve got to.

She didn’t have to wonder very long. Over by the side of the stage where the band played, there were a row of chairs that had been pushed apart and in the middle lay Scott, half-propped up against the base of the stage, his legs splayed across the ground.

“Scott! Scott, what are you doing?” she yelled, but she could barely hear herself—there was no way he had heard her. But he had seen her. He said something she couldn’t make out, raising his flask in mock salute to her. He needed fresh air. She bent down, putting his arm around her shoulders and between the two of them, they managed to get him on his feet. Thankfully, nobody had spotted him slumped by the stage, she thought.

Pushing through the crowds, she managed to get him outside. Stumbling, he somehow managed to plant his two feet on the ground, rounding on her as he did so.

“You left me!” he slurred accusingly.

“Excuse me?” she said, incredulous by his accusation. “Are you a child? Do you need babysitting?” she asked.

“You left me with those morons! You know they make out like they’ve been there with you,” he said, raising his arm up and down, sloshing the last dribbles of the hip flask over his beautiful Brooks Brothers suit.

“Been where, the supermarket?” Zelda asked tartly. “Of course, they’ll say that to you, they’re just trying to get your goat.”

“Well, they got it,” Scott said, trying and failing to successfully cross his arms across his chest. Cursing her stars, Zelda suddenly saw a solution across the road in the form of some infantry soldiers. “Excuse me, excuse me,” she yelled, dashing over to the group of young men laughing and smoking, leaving Scott swaying outside The Exchange.

“Excuse me, gentleman. Do you see that man standing over there?” she asked them, pointing to Scott. The leader of the group looked over at Scott, who was currently making conversation with the air beside him and back to her.

“Yes, ma’am, is he giving you trouble?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“Oh no, Private…?” she inquired.

“Duvall, ma’am,” he answered.

“Private Duvall, thank you,” she said, laying the charm on thick as she lightly touched his chest. “That’s Lieutenant Fitzgerald over there. He was accompanying me to a dance and I’m afraid he’s suddenly feeling rather under the weather. Would you possibly help me out and get him back to Camp Sheridan in one piece? I don’t think it would be entirely proper for me to do it,” she said, appearing the right side of bashful and demure for the shtick to work.

“Certainly, ma’am. Don’t worry,” he assured her. “Boys,” he yelled, so the back of the group could hear him. “We’ve got a good deed to do!”

Skipping back over to Scott, Zelda sweetly said, “Darling, I’ve organised for these lovely privates to bring you back to the barracks and put you to bed. When you inevitably wake up in the morning, hungover and contrite, I would consider thinking of an inventive apology before you call me.” Blowing him a kiss goodbye, Zelda left Scott being surrounded by the soldiers and disappeared back into The Exchange.

*

She had a bit of a sore head herself the next day taking the incident as an opportunity to raid Peyton and John’s gin stash and really let loose. But not loose enough to forget herself entirely when John tried to kiss her a while later.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked him angrily. “I’ve told you, John—I’m not interested and I’m not on the market right now!”

“Since when is Zelda Sayre not on the market?” he whispered to her, trying once again to kiss her. This time, using his hand to try and tilt her face up to him.

She roughly pushed him away before sliding away from the wall he had backed her up against. “John, I’m going to do you the kindness of saying that’s the gin talking and take my leave here,” she said haughtily. If truth be told, she was tired. It had been a long night and for once, she didn’t feel like being the last one in front of the bandstand.

When the phone rang early the next day, she assumed it was Scott ringing to apologise. But it was Sara’s voice she heard on the other end.

“Well, you disappeared last night! Are you okay?” Sara asked.

“Oh, I’m fine,” Zelda replied. “John just got a little fast, so I left.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished she hadn’t. Sara had always been a little sweet on John.

“Ha, don’t hesitate on my account, Zelda! Going to college has broadened my expectations of men. John Sellers is barely a blip to me,” she assured her. “But what a rag!” she added. “He knows you’re with Scott!”

“Well, maybe he thought differently after Scott’s performance last night,” Zelda mused. Although the others hadn’t seen Scott, she had told Sara and Katharine when she came back in and inevitably, the boys had put two and two together and for once made four when they saw her return alone.

“Poor thing, can’t say I would’ve been any different, given the circumstances,” Sara said.

“Poor thing? Scott? Nobody forced him to down all the whiskey he could get his hands on,” Zelda scoffed.

“Well hardly, but the way the boys were riding him, I can’t say I blame him,” Sara said.

“What do you mean?” Zelda asked, surprised. Sara was the sensible one really, out of the lot of them. If anyone was going to hold Scott to a punishable standard, she thought it would be Sara.

“The boys, they’re awful to him anytime he’s around—when you’re out of earshot, of course. They make fun of him for being a Yankee, for wanting to be a writer, for not talking about the things boys talk about and of course, they’re hard on him because anyone can see you’re mad about him,” Sara explained.

Zelda sat down, with the phone in her hand, thinking.

“I can’t say I excuse his drinking—you know I’ve said it to you previously that I think he enjoys his liquor a bit too much—but last night, I don’t really blame him for having one too many. Maybe you shouldn’t either,” she added.

*

“I’m quite surprised by your ready acceptance of my apology earlier,” Scott said to her as they strolled to the Empire Theatre. The day had started off dull and drizzly, only to turn into a relentless downpour by the time Scott called her in the late afternoon.

“Zelda,” he said, his voice completely devoid of its normal sparkle, “I am terribly sorry about last night, I was in a right state,” he began.

“It’s okay, darling, you’re forgiven,” she said, interrupting him.

“I am?” he asked in surprise, a bit of life returning to his voice. He had expected her to make him grovel more.

“Yes. On the condition that you take me on a date this evening to make it up to me,” she added. She could almost hear the smile break across his face. They had fixed a time and at 6:00 pm, there he was, walking up her garden path, as fresh as a daisy and with a giant umbrella.

Now, arm and arm under it, her head pressed against his shoulder as the rain fell around them, she could hardly remember even being annoyed. She didn’t want to let on she knew what the boys had been doing. So instead, she said in reply, “Everyone’s allowed a free pass now and then.”

Zelda and Scott both loved going to the movies, probably because of their own theatrical dalliances in the past. For Zelda, she enjoyed the sense of occasion of it all. Even though she was going to sit in the dark, she always put on a pretty dress and styled her hair as best she could; lest she be in any way wanting to the figures on the screen. She loved the Empire Theatre in Montgomery, the proud look of it; the red, black and gold colours setting it apart from the other buildings on the street.

She adored the soft light bulbs that lit up the posters of the pictures showing, of ones soon to come. She loved the smell and sound of the corn popping in the giant pot behind the counter. She loved the heavy red curtains that they lifted to allow you entry to the screen. But most of all, she loved snuggling into Scott, their eyes tilted upwards and her mind taken away by the delights of the silver screen. They were early, for a change, so they had the whole screen to themselves. She expected that wouldn’t last long, given the weather outside. There wasn’t much to do in Montgomery on a miserable Saturday night.

“Do you know,” she said as she turned to Scott, reaching for the popcorn, “I read the most marvellous story about Mary Pickford the other day. Apparently, she bathes in milk regularly to keep her skin soft and pale! Isn’t that extraordinary? I think I might start doing that,” she said, before popping a handful of popcorn into her mouth.

“I can just imagine the Judge’s face,” Scott said with a laugh. “Where on earth did you read that?”

“Oh, just some magazine that Mama had left lying around. You know how she loves her actress gossip!” Zelda replied. “She’s always reading those magazines that have all the stories about the famous people.”

“People will write stories about us one day,” Scott said solemnly.

“They will?” Zelda asked, laughing, grabbing more popcorn. “You sound pretty sure about that. I thought you were meant to be the one writing stories.”

“Oh I will,” he said, his confidence growing with each word. “I’ll write stories and you will be a high priestess of enchantment and they’ll all envy us!”

Growing into his theme, he put the popcorn on the empty seat next to him. Rising to his feet, he turned to her.

“They’ll tell stories about our adventures,” he said, swooping his arm to the left, as if casting a line off into an invisible sea, “and outrageous recollections of our comings and goings,” he added, casting his other arm out.

“But most of all,” he said, dropping to one knee in front of her, “they’ll tell stories about our love.”

She looked at him, laughing and loving him all in the one moment. “Is that so?” she asked, trying to keep a straight face.

“It is so,” he replied, leaning into her. “I know it,” he said softly, before kissing her. And for once, Zelda did too.

*

Christmas in Montgomery was one of Zelda’s favourite times of the year. Even during wartimes, everything seemed to take on a new gaiety, a new shine. That year, the first after the war ended, the atmosphere was positively electric.

Scott went home for the holidays, back to Minnesota. She missed him but in some ways she was glad. He was hinting more and more about marriage and where they stood now that the war was over. She knew she would have to meet his question sooner rather than later but she wasn’t in a rush to do so.

Instead, Zelda filled her days with traditions and making the most of her friends being home for the holidays. She wrote letters to Scott, shopped for presents with Mama and took in the carol services and nativity plays around Montgomery. With the twinkling lights and smell of mulled spices in the air, Zelda tried to put her cares to one side. But she knew that her time to make a decision was running out.

It was a jovial Christmas and even the Judge got into the spirit, leaving work in his study and bathing in the joyful atmosphere.

On Christmas morning, Zelda woke early like she had done since she was a child. This was always her favourite part of the day; the anticipation of what was to come. As a young girl, she would wonder what Santa Claus had brought her before she jumped out of bed. For many years—although she knew better than to expect it to happen—she wished for there to be snow on the ground when she opened the curtains. She remembered last year, lying in bed and wondering if Minnie had taken her hints about the books and dresses she wanted, if Daddy would be able to resist popping into his study for an hour, ‘just to check something’ because the man just didn’t know how to stop working.

She lay there as the rest of the house stirred, thinking of all the things that had happened in the last year. How exactly 365 days ago she didn’t know what lay ahead, how quickly hearts and minds could change. Now, she lay under her covers, her heart and mind in division from each other and once again. She had no idea what was yet to come.





Chapter Seven

“January is truly the most depressing month of the year,” Zelda said to Scott as they walked back from the library in the New Year. “Thank God the month is nearly over! Would you like to go to the soda shoppe for something sweet?” she asked him, but she wasn’t sure he was even listening.

Suddenly, he turned to her. “Zelda, are you ever going to give me an answer?” he asked angrily.

Oh boy, she thought.

“To what, darling? Did you want to go somewhere else?” she demurred. She knew she was dragging it out now.

“About being my wife,” he barked, stamping his foot as he did so, like an angry toddler. People were beginning to look at them.

“Why do you always ask me these things on public streets?” Zelda hissed to him. “Not another word! We’ll talk at the magnolias.”

They walked in silence back to Zelda’s house, down the side lane, past the outhouse, to Zelda’s bench; surrounded by the magnolia trees, where they had kissed for the first time, all those months ago.

She sat down on the bench, but he remained standing. She could tell that their silent walk had only served to work him up even more. At least they were somewhere private now. Minnie was out running errands and Annie wouldn’t repeat anything, even if she did hear something worth repeating.

“Now, you were asking about my answer. I don’t have one yet,” she told Scott, as he stood towering over her.

“You don’t have one? That means no then,” he said in a huff. “Are you trying to torment me?”

“No, Scott, I’m not. I’m trying to use my head,” she cried, growing tired of his childishness.

“Your head?” he asked, incredulous. “Since when have you made decisions with your head!”

Although the accusation was true, it stung her all the same. It was as if he was trying to ruffle her. Well, if he wants a fight, he’ll get one, Zelda thought.

“Well, one of us has to! I have to if I want some kind of future!” she threw back, jumping up from the bench so she was standing in front of him.

“I’m offering you a future,” he said, his hands held out in front of him as if the future were a tangible thing that rested in his hands.

“No, you’re offering me a guess game! You haven’t got a job, Scott. Your discharge is imminent, what will you do then?” she asked.

“I’m going to write,” he replied, with great indignation, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“Oh yes, writing. When was the last time you worked on your manuscript? Have you sold anything? How are you going to live on this writing? How do you expect me to live?” she asked as she paced in circles.

Silence.

She turned back to look at him and saw the sting across his face, the anger in his eyes. She turned away again. She didn’t want to hurt him, but it was the truth.

“You’re asking me to trust you with my future when you haven’t even got yours planned. I need to know there’s a plan, Scott,” she said, before turning back to face him again. Her anger had ebbed, she was half-pleading with him now. “You need to give me a plan.”

He pressed his lips together and nodded his head. So quickly, she hardly even knew what had happened, he swooped beside her, kissed her cheek and then he was gone.

*

The next day, there was a note in the Sayre’s mailbox addressed to Zelda. She recognised Scott’s scrawl immediately.

Zelda,

I’ve gone to work on the book and the plan. Don’t lose faith in me just yet, darling girl.

With all my heart, love, Scott

She didn’t know where he had gone; whether he was still in Montgomery, a neighbouring town, or Minnesota. For a week, she lay in limbo. Not knowing what was happening, unsure of how to contact Scott to. Unsure of whether she even wanted to.

It was a curious novelty for her to feel like a part of herself was missing. But that was how she felt as she walked the streets and passed the time from one day to the next.

And then suddenly, one day, a call came from Scott. His voice was different. “Zelda, I’m going to New York,” he announced, with barely a hello of introduction.

“New York?” she asked, surprised.

“Yes, I’ve got a job working in an advertising agency, writing the words for their campaigns and I leave in two days, the beginning of February. May I call on you tonight, darling girl? I’ve so much I want to tell you.” his voice was positively giddy.

He arrived that evening, a new confidence in his stride. He once again appeared like the cool lieutenant who had insisted on dancing with her in the country club. It was quite the transformation. Everything about Scott—from the way he walked and held himself to his words and demeanour—changed when he was confident about himself and what he was doing.

She was waiting on the porch when she saw him walking down the street. She didn’t want to draw attention to his visit when she didn’t even know what it meant yet.

Practically leaping up the stairs, he grabbed her hands and twirled her around the veranda. “Darling Girl! Isn’t it wonderful?” he asked her, sweeping her into his arms.

“The pay isn’t great but it’s respectable enough, for the moment. It will cover rent and the bare necessities for me and I can work on the book in the evenings. Max Perkins—the editor at Scribner’s who told me to work on the book—has said he would be happy to meet for drinks and give me advice on the pages I rewrite. It’s beginning to happen, Zelda,” he told her excitedly, his eyes shining.

“That’s wonderful news, Scott. When did you say you leave, two days?” she asked.

“Well, one really. Tomorrow. The ad agency wants me to start on Monday, so I thought I’d get the train up tomorrow and take the weekend to get settled in,” he explained, letting go of her and walking up and down the porch, running his hands through his hair. “I’ve got rooms at a hotel for a few days until I find a place to live.”

“Golly, everything is happening fast,” she said to him, feeling slightly winded.

“It is, Zelda. Everything can change so quickly,” he said, smiling at her. “So you see now, don’t you?”

“See what?” she replied, still reeling from the news. Scott had a job. He was going to New York. He was going to finish his book.

“Well, you don’t need to worry now! You wanted a plan—I have a plan! I’ll be making a bit of money but soon it will be more. The book will get finished and well, I’ll be a successful writer,” he said, with all the certainty in the world.

“It’s so wonderful to hear you speak this way again,” she told him, smiling.

“What would be wonderful to hear is for you to say you’ll be my wife,” he said, walking back to her and taking her hands once again.

“Everything’s just happening so fast,” she began, her head spinning.

“I know, I know. But it’s all going to be so great and I want you to be a part of it. You don’t have to answer now,” he said, looking deeply into her eyes. “I leave on the one o’clock train. Come to the station tomorrow and give me your answer. Take the night, sleep on it,” he said, kissing her forehead. “But, Zelda, I do hope you send me to the city a happy man tomorrow,” he whispered in her ear, before leaning back.

She nodded her head in agreement. Yes, she would think it over. She would finally give him an answer.

“I must go, I’ve hardly started packing and there’s so much to do,” he said, walking backwards towards the steps. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Zelda Sayre!” he cried out, so loudly she was sure the neighbours must’ve heard. He blew her a kiss and then took off down the street, running towards the future.

*

Zelda slept fitfully that night, tossing and turning, tangling her sheets around her. At one point, she considered waking Marjorie to ask her advice and talk to her about all the thoughts running through her head. But she knew that she couldn’t. She had to make this decision alone.

She read poetry trying to decipher relevance and meaning to her own situation in the stanzas and sonnets but found herself none the wiser. She wrote in her diary. She paced the room. She secretly smoked cigarettes out the window—she had a packet of Chesterfields stuffed in the back of her closet—and she watched the sunrise over the only place she had ever known.

She managed to get back asleep for a little bit after sunrise, waking again after 10 to hear the house in full swing. Annie was singing as she mixed up the coating for the fried chicken she made every Friday, Minnie was playing some musical number on the piano. Suddenly, her room felt very stuffy and small. She needed to get out for some air.

She dressed quickly and quietly, leaving a note for Minnie on the table in the hallway to say she had gone for a walk.

It was a beautiful day in Montgomery. The air was crisp and the sky a powder blue with wisps of clouds streaked across the sky as if they had been painted there.

Zelda made her way to the Confederate graveyard. Not many people came here anymore. Most of the people who had loved those in the graves were long gone themselves. Some of the stones had begun to crumble and the grass grew long and wild. Zelda found it so peaceful there. Calming. She could never understand people who were frightened of graveyards. They were all going to end up in one eventually; it was one of the only sureties of life.

She walked among the headstones, thinking of the stories of the people who lay beneath. Where they loved? Missed? Forgotten? Some had been survived by wives and children. She wondered what became of them, if they ever left Montgomery.

Some names she recognised, the old blue bloods of the town. Some of her own relatives were there too. She stopped sporadically, pulling weeds and rubbing moss off the lettering on the tombs. She wondered about how these men had felt when they died. Had they been scared? Happy to die for their cause? Had their lives been full and joyous, or just beginning?

She sat on a crumbling bench that somebody had put in long ago, when there were still people who remembered those who lay in the ground. She pulled a cigarette and a box of matches from inside her stocking. Inhaling deeply, she thought about what she wanted out of her life and what she wanted to have done by the time she lay in a grave.

She loved Montgomery, for all its banality and primness. The place was undeniably beautiful. But she didn’t want to spend her life here. She didn’t want to become another debutante who married well and had some children and joined committees and died a little bit every day for 40 years.

She thought of Scott, his warm lips and fast talk. He promised her everything—a life of excitement, of adventure. He seemed renewed and refocused now and this job, although it wasn’t exactly a glittering career, showed his dedication.

She thought of how she felt, in his arms and in their conversations. She thought of how much they laughed and riled each other, how they could discuss literature and theatre. She thought of how her heart felt when she pressed her cheek against his chest as they gently swayed to a record on the Victrola. She remembered what it had felt like when he left to go to war. She thought of the last week, feeling incomplete.

She sat on the bench for a long time, thinking. Too long.

She jumped up abruptly. She had no watch on her, no way of knowing.

You had to pass through town to get to the train station, so she took off her shoes and ran as fast as she could in her bare feet, to hell with what anyone thought. But when she got in front of the courthouse, she saw it was three minutes after on the clock. The train would have left the station. Scott had gone.

She dropped to the grass in front, catching her breath and putting her shoes back on her feet. She cursed her misfortune. Then suddenly, she remembered, she knew what hotel he was staying in New York. She could telephone him, explain. But then she worried that he might not answer. If he had thought she had thrown him over, he might just not take her call. She could leave a message, but she had no way of knowing if he would get it or not. Then she knew what she had to do.

She walked across the street and down a block. She entered the post office, thanking God that she remembered to slip a few dollars into her stocking this morning along with her cigarette.

“Hello, I’d like to send a telegram,” she told the man behind the counter. She gave him the address of the hotel, who the recipient was.

“What would you like it to say, miss?” the teller asked.

“Yes. Stop. Let’s begin everything. Stop.”





Chapter Eight

March

Scott sent his mother’s ring to Zelda, officially beginning their engagement. Zelda slipped it on her finger, admiring how the light caught the diamonds and the gold band, causing it to glitter. Katharine and the girls cooed and giggled over it; not many of them were engaged yet. As always, Zelda was blazing the trail.

“It’s gorgeous, Zelda, and his mother’s ring! So romantic,” Katharine exclaimed over tea at the country club.

“Wait until you see this,” Zelda, said, smiling, reaching into her handbag. She pulled out a gorgeous grey feather fan. The feathers were soft and curved, beginning as a pale grey—like a misty morning in Montgomery—gradually getting darker as the feather spread out. Zelda flicked it out in front of her face, waving it in front of her mouth, her eyes mischievously glinting across the table.

“My goodness, what’s this for?” Katharine asked, taking a sip of her tea, her gloved pinky pointed out, just like a good Southern gal.

“Scott sold a story to this publication called The Smart Set. They paid him hundreds for it! He said he was walking down 5th Avenue and this caught his eye and took his breath away, just like me,” Zelda said, casting her chin high in the air.

“Zelda Sayre, I will just die of jealousy if you don’t stop! You get all the luck,” Katharine replied, happy for her friend and envious at the obvious devotion of her beau. “So when’s the wedding?”

Suddenly, Zelda changed. “Oh,” she said. Her posture wasn’t as relaxed anymore, she straightened up and the fan was snapped back into place and put away. “Well, we’re not rushing anything. Scott wants to establish himself first and I’m only young, there’s no hurry,” Zelda said, pushing the scone crumbs on her plate around with her index finger.

Katharine found it odd, but didn’t say anything. She had known Zelda all her life, she had never known her friend to not want to rush into action once a decision had been made.

“I did have a look at some wedding dresses the other day though,” Zelda confided, pouring herself some more tea.

Katharine pretended as if there had been no awkwardness. “And? Anything catch your eye?” she asked.

“Certainly, but for all the wrong reasons,” Zelda replied, laughing. “I know one thing—I won’t be wearing a big ball of taffeta at my wedding! I want to be elegant.” And with that, the two girls chatted with the ease and gaiety of one newly engaged and one wishing for a fairy tale of her own to discuss—even if there were cracks beneath the surface.

*





April

In the first weeks after they announced their engagement, Zelda curbed back her social engagements. She thought it unbecoming of a promised woman to carry on socialising with unmarried men.

“I’m sure the poor boys’ hearts will only be delighted of the break!” Minnie teased as Zelda yet again passed up an opportunity to hang around town to instead stay in and read. “Lord knows you’ve been tormenting them for most of their lives,” Minnie added as she made the two of them hot cocoa.

At first, it was nice. She read books and wrote in her diary. She composed letters to Scott, filled with longing and desire. She asked him everything she could think to ask; about NYC, about his job, about how the book was coming along. She told him all the news, what little of it there is, that Montgomery had to offer. She kept him updated about how her golf swing progressed and how her tennis form was strengthening. She gave running commentaries on the cast of characters in her life, on the gossip and scandal of the South.

He wrote back, sometimes with big gaps in between letters (which he blamed on his determination to only provide her with the best correspondence) and answered nearly everything she asked. He didn’t seem very happy. He hated his job; he thought it beneath him. He amused and worried her with equal measure when he regaled stories of the tedious clients he had, of the pain of trying to find new ways to sell cigarettes and office supplies.

He seemed to be socialising quite a great deal; there was hardly a letter without a mention of a party or gathering of some kind and a hangover (or Irish flu, as Zelda had taken to calling them) the next day. He told her of New York City, of its beauty and cruelty, all wrapped up together. He told her of all the glamour that surrounded him and yet, he could not penetrate it. He observed from the outside. “The eternal observer,” he quipped.

When he did mention the book, which wasn’t often, he was scant on detail. He said he was working on it, that writing is a process. When she asked when they would be married, if they can look at setting a date for the wedding, he said would tell her soon, soon. We have the rest of our lives to be married. They spoke on the phone, infrequently. Scott didn’t have a personal line in his rooms, but instead used the one for all the residents in the hallway where there was no privacy and a draught. As the weeks went by, Zelda found even these sporadic calls become drawn and full of pauses.

*

May

“Zelda, you’re not wearing your ring much anymore,” Minnie commented one day, over breakfast.

“I just keep forgetting to put it on,” she lied. The truth was, she still hadn’t got used to it being on her hand. It felt awkward and unnatural. The truth was, she didn’t feel like an engaged woman.

*

June

Zelda hadn’t heard anything of substance from Scott in weeks when she decided to go to the Georgia Tech Dance. She had resumed her social schedule some time ago and although the Judge passed no comment on her activities, he seemed pleased by them.

The last letter she had from Scott had been scattered, full of misspellings and splashes of whiskey. She tossed it into the fireplace and Minnie pretended not to see it that night when she lit the kindling.

Zelda had a gay old time at the dance, waltzing all night long with an endless succession of men wanting to dance with her. She drank gin and ginger, flashed her legs at a chaperone who kept throwing her dirty looks, rode around in John Seller’s car with her head tossed back and her hair blowing in the wind, singing songs of her own creation.

She woke late the next day, her head slightly fuzzy. Mama and Daddy had given her extension on her curfew, given that John had sworn he would drive her home. She had collapsed onto her bed in a drunken exhaustion and slept until after lunch. She woke up fully dressed, tears in her stockings and the soles of her feet black. She had some daisies in her hair. Her throat hurt from smoking and she was tired and happy and melancholy, all at the same time.

She sat down in front of her dresser, removing the flowers from her hair and the earrings from her lobes. In front of her mirror lay Scott’s mother’s ring. Her engagement ring.

There was a ribbon sash at the waist of her dress and in it, she noticed a pin. A fuzzy memory came back to her. Perry something, a golfer. His arms wrapped around Zelda, his hands clasped on her forearms, demonstrating how to improve her swing. She remembered a couple of kisses and his drunken insistence on taking his pin. She shook her head at the memory. It was perfectly innocent, for the most part. They certainly weren’t on par with the passionate embraces she shared with Scott. But perhaps, it wouldn’t do him harm to think differently.

She stood up and grabbed her stationary, sprawling across the bread before composing the few lines.

"Perry Darling,

What terrible fun last night! Terrible being the operative word there, for I’m afraid I was. You see, I’m already spoken for but I got a bit carried away with the hot night and cold gin…

I’m afraid I can’t possibly keep your pin, although I am charmed by your interest. So I enclose it with this letter, with no hard feelings and nothing but good communications between us in the future.

With much affection,

The Aspiring Golfer."

She popped the letter and the pin in the envelope, sealed it up and wrote Scott’s name and address in New York on the front.

She changed into a fresh cotton dress and walked out to the mailbox. She twirled the letter in her hands, wondering if this was the smart thing to do. Scott had a jealous streak a mile wide. She wasn’t naive enough to think he wasn’t flirting with some girls at these parties in New York, but he wouldn’t hear of her doing the same. He’d have a fit.

But maybe that was exactly what he needed; to be reminded that she was a desirable, vivacious young woman and men coveted her. Maybe he needed to be reminded that she wasn’t sitting here in Alabama, twiddling her thumbs, waiting for him to make it big in the city and tell her when they could finally get married. She was fed up with nothing happening—with their wedding plans or with his book. Something needed to light a fire underneath him. Maybe this could be it. She put it into the mailbox and hopped along to the kitchen to see if Annie had anything freshly baked she could nibble on.

She heard nothing for two weeks and then a letter. She tore it open. One line: Don’t ever contact me again.





Chapter Nine

Zelda cried for two days, unable to get out of bed. Minnie didn’t push her. She had never seen her baby heartsick over anyone before. Her pride had been dented; her ego bruised when a former paramour had moved on, even if Zelda had been more interested in the fun of a courtship than the reality of a relationship. But Minnie had never seen her like this before. She had never witnessed her baby girl’s heart break in front of her very own eyes.

And then, without much ado or fuss, she rose on the third day. Minnie came down to breakfast and saw Zelda, still a little pale but dry eyed and dressed, nibbling at the corner of a slice of toast.

“Baby, you’re up!” Minnie couldn’t help exclaiming in surprise.

“Yep,” Zelda replied, taking an aggressive bite out of her toast. “I’ve spent all the time I’m going to mooning over Mr F Scott Fitzgerald.” Minnie was glad. She wasn’t terribly fond of Scott and she couldn’t help thinking that whatever happened was for the best. Zelda didn’t need Scott in her life.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t out of it for very long. Two weeks later, the bell rang and Annie hurried out the back garden to Minnie a few minutes later. Minnie had her hands and knees deep in dirt. “Miss Minnie,” Annie said, her voice hushed as if she was afraid someone would overhear her. “Mr Fitzgerald is here to see Zelda.”

“What?” Minnie said, turning to face Annie, holding one gloved hand aloft to shield her eyes from the sun, a weed clasped in her palm. “Scott?” she asked, incredulous. She wouldn’t exactly say Zelda was forthcoming with her about her love life, but she generally kept abreast of who was in and who was out. And Scott had most certainly been out. How has he crept back in? Minnie thought to herself.

“Well, she’s not here,” Minnie replied, returning to her weeding. “You can let him know.”

“I did Miss Minnie,” Annie said, one hand on her hip as she used to other to fan herself in the relentless heat. There wasn’t a hint of breeze and just a few minutes standing in the sun had made Annie break into a sweat. As for Minnie, she must look a lot more dishevelled.

“He’s asked can he wait for her?” Annie continued, shrugging her shoulders to show she had not known what to say to that.

“Oh for the love of honey!” Minnie cried, jumping up and sending the pile of muck that had been dusted over her legs scattering everywhere. “Thank you, Annie, I’ll deal with him,” she added, pulling off her gardening gloves and sunhat, dropping them to the ground.

She wiped the dirt off her overalls as best she could and wiped the sweat from her brow on her sleeve—not noticing that she managed to smear some dirt across her face in the process. She walked into the hallway where Annie had left Scott. He was twitching nervously, his hands fidgeting in his pockets and he looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks. “Mr Fitzgerald,” she said, the disappointment in her face apparent. “I’m surprised to see you—I didn’t realise you and Zelda were in… touch, these days,” Minnie said, eyeing the boy sternly.

“We, oh, we’re not. That is to say we haven’t been. Recently,” Scott stumbled in reply to her, now wringing his hands in a loop. This was certainly nothing like the Scott she had last encountered, pompous and arrogant. He acted as if everything in Montgomery (apart from Zelda) was beneath him, including Minnie and the Judge. “I need to see her,” he said urgently, pressing his body towards Minnie although his feet didn’t move, so instead, he just looked as if he were lunging towards her. Seeing that he startled her, he straightened his posture and ran one hand through his dishevelled hair.

Desperate, Minnie thought, he looks desperate.

“Well, she’s not here, Scott, and I’m not quite sure when she’ll be back—she’s had quite the full calendar these days,” she said, delighted in seeing Scott pale at her claim; even though she hadn’t known it was possible for a person to be even more pale than he already was. Perhaps he’s sick, she wondered, suddenly feeling a stab of sympathy for this lost man-child in front of her who looked as if he might collapse at any moment. But then she remembered her baby; heartsick and red-eyed at whatever he had said to her in the last letter she had received from him.

“Can I wait?” he asked, pleadingly. Minnie was about to direct him to the soda shoppe in town but then she thought that Zelda might be there and she didn’t want Scott’s return being sprung on her in public.

“You can wait on the porch,” Minnie said. “I’ll have Annie bring you some iced tea.”

“Oh thank you, Mrs Sayre, that’s very kind of you,” Scott said, trying hard to win her over.

“It’s not kindness,” she said sweetly as she turned and walked away, “I just don’t want a corpse on my porch.”

*

Zelda arrived home a few hours later, her shoulders tingling from the sun beating down on her skin all afternoon and the taste of pineapple cubes lingered on her tongue. It had been a perfect day down swimming at the creek with her friends, watching John Seller’s appreciative eye take in her form as she disrobed by the water’s edge. Then her and the girls had refreshed themselves at the soda shoppe and decided what dances and parties they would and would not be attending next weekend. Now, her body tired and her mind revitalised, she was looking forward to going home and curling up with a book for a while.

She thought the sun had gone to her head as she walked down her street and her house came into view. Because from this angle, it looked as if Scott was sitting on her porch. She closed her eyes and shook her head as if she could banish the image of him from her mind by doing so. But when she opened them again, he was still there. She was just at the end of her garden now and there was no mistaking it; Scott Fitzgerald was sitting on her porch and had been for quite some time, judging by the half-empty jug of iced tea beside him. He was too busy rubbing his cuticles to even notice Zelda walk up the path.

“Well, look what the wind blew in,” she said loudly, announcing her presence. He looked up, startled to see her, as if it wasn’t her porch he had been sipping tea on. “’Cept, there’s no wind,” she added as she climbed the steps. “So what are you doing here?” she asked, standing less than two feet away from him now.

He rose to his feet and she took him in; the dishevelled, rumpledness about him. His clothes looked like he’d slept in them, but his eyes seemed to suggest he hadn’t slept in quite some time.

“Zelda, I came to speak with you,” he announced, rather stating the obvious she thought.

“Well, I didn’t think you came because you missed Montgomery that much,” she deadpanned, striding for the front door. “Just let me put these down,” she said, gesturing to the damp canvas bag slung over her shoulders.

She went into her bedroom, not even realising she was out of breath until she was trying to catch it. She strode to her dresser, picked up his mother’s ring and placed it in her hand, closing her fist around it. Then she walked back out to the porch, to Scott.

“So,” she said, with great ease, flopping into one of the wicker chairs opposite Scott, “what do you want to talk about?” she asked as if they were merely trying to make conversation.

Scott leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. The angle only served to make him look even more drawn and tired to Zelda. “I don’t like how we left things,” he said, his gaze firmly focused on his shoes.

“Oh, you mean when you threw me over in one line?” she asked, trying to keep her tone light. As if she were asking him did he prefer her powder blue dress or her lavender one. “I can’t say it left too great a taste in my mouth either, but c’est la vie,” she said, dropping her right leg over her left one and swinging her foot back and forward.

“I was upset, Zelda,” Scott said, leaning back in his chair and finally meeting her gaze. “You know how I feel about you with other fellows,” he said, in a whining tone.

“Well, you had the chance to make sure I never would be with another fellow,” she pointed out, “but you didn’t seem in all a rush to make that happen.”

“That’s why I’m here, darling,” he said suddenly. His eyes began to dance, wildly. “I want to marry you. I want you to elope with me. Now. Tonight.”

“You want us to elope?” she repeated back to him as if he had just asked her to accompany him to the moon. “Tonight? Are you mad?” she asked, genuinely thinking the answer was yes.

He must have known what running through her mind as a nervous laugh escaped his throat. “Maybe,” he said. “But I’m mad about you.”

Before she could even say anything, he had dropped to both his knees in front of her, grabbing both her hands and holding them tightly together in her lap. “Come on, Zelda, I know you love me,” he said to her.

“Maybe I don’t anymore,” she replied, not even knowing the answer herself.

“You do, you’re just sore about me throwing you over,” he insisted. “We’ll leave, Zelda. We’ll go get married and start our lives anew,” he said.

“Start anew? My life is only starting!” she replied. She broke her hands away from his, pushing her chair back and standing up. She walked to the edge of the veranda and looked out at the street where she had lived for most of her life. She could draw the houses and the trees in her sleep. She turned back to him.

“Suppose we do get married, Scott. Then what?” she asked him.

For a moment, he didn’t move a muscle. He just lay still, on the ground, on his knees, facing towards her. Then he uprighted himself and stuck his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched. With a shrug, he said, “Then we’ll figure it out, darling.”

Suddenly, he was once again by her side. She was beginning to feel like he was chasing her around the porch. “I need you, Zelda. None of it makes sense without you!”

Did he think romantic words and proclamations of words would be enough to win her over, Zelda wondered. Once again, she moved away from him. She wanted to keep every kind of possible distance between them. “What about your book, Scott? Are you just going to abandon that?” she asked.

The mention of his book seemed to tip him over the edge. His hands flew up to his ears as he began pacing. “I don’t know!” he finally yelled, so loudly, he startled some birds from a nearby tree. “I don’t know, Zelda! I can’t write without you!”

“It didn’t seem like you got much writing done with me either,” she replied ruefully. “You went to New York to finish your book—have you been writing? Whenever I asked, you never answered me.”

“You’ve no idea what it’s like, Zelda,” he told her darkly. “I sit down at my desk and it feels like I’m bleeding, except there’s no blood coming out. I am dying the most excruciating, slow death. I can’t do it anymore! Maybe I’m just not meant to be a writer,” he said to her, in that whining voice again. She couldn’t remember having ever heard it before. It irritated her.

“There’s a lot of ‘I don’t know’ in your sentences,” she said evenly. He looked at her then with such desperation and sadness in his eyes that she could feel her heart crack just a little more. He was just a boy, a lost little boy.

“I’m still the man you fell in love with,” he said.

“I’m not sure you are anymore,” she replied softly. She slowly raised her gaze to look at him and could see the anger bubbling under the surface.

“Why, because I’m not going to be famous or rich? Not good enough for Judge Sayre’s daughter?” he spat at her. She felt her own anger rising.

“No, because the man I fell in love with had some backbone about him!” she shot back. “The man I fell in love with had principles and dreams and he damned anyone who said he wouldn’t achieve them. He had confidence and belief and some goddamn self-respect, Scott! How can I marry you when I don’t even know who you are anymore? How can I have any respect for you when you’ve none for yourself? Of course, I want to know how you’re going to make money, we can’t exist on air! But that’s not why I’m refusing you. I agreed to marry you when you had no money! But I can’t marry you now, I feel like I don’t even know you. I fell in love with you because of your dreams and character. But they seemed to have turned to dust and taken the best of you with them.”

He stood there, seemingly stunned into silence by her soliloquy. Zelda found herself panting a little. All the thoughts and feelings that had been building inside her over the last few months had finally escaped into the air and now hung in the ether between them.

“You kept pressing us to marry,” Scott said softly, his eyes focused at her feet.

“Because I thought it might spur you to finish writing,” she admitted. “I thought your love for me would motivate you. But I guess it wasn’t enough,” she added, wiping away a tear before he could notice.

She walked over to him, taking his hand and pressing her cheek to his. “Go, Scott. Go find out who you are,” she said into his ear. With a kiss on his cheek, she pressed his mother’s engagement ring into his hand and turned her back on him and everything they had been. She didn’t even wait for him to leave. She just walked back into her house, knowing that he would.





Chapter Ten

Life after Scott fell back into much the same pattern as life before him. Zelda found ways to fill her time; there was always a class she could take, a party or ball that needed planning or a good cause that needed funds raised. She drank tea on the porch with Minnie and went shopping with the girls and resumed her heavy schedule of dates with young, suitable men. Although that was less amusing now that all the soldiers had departed. She slipped back into the routine of her old life with no effort as if pulling back on her oldest, most comfy sweater.

She tried not to be overcome with jealousy when Tallulah wrote from New York, her letters full of glamour and tales of a life 1000 miles removed from Montgomery. Talullah painted a picture of endless nights with beautiful people, living from one breath to the next and Zelda would wonder if she would ever know what it felt like to live that way. She knew she had made the right decision about Scott. Of that she had no doubt. She just wasn’t sure where she went from here. She wished things could have been different.

She didn’t hear anything at all from Scott for two months. She hadn’t expected to hear from him at all. So she was surprised when she opened the mailbox one day and saw her name written in that familiar scrawl. She opened the envelope with trepidation, unsure of what contents may lie within or whether she would want to know what Scott had written.

But there was no announcement of a marriage to another, no condemnation of her words at their final parting. It was light in tone, opening with an apology for their last encounter as if they had quarrelled over religion or politics—not the course of their lives. He wrote that he was scared how things had ended and that he hoped they could be friends. He told her after he left Montgomery, he had returned to Minnesota and reworked his book. It was now finally complete and he had renamed it This Side of Paradise. It was currently under its final review he said, before he sent it to Max Perkins at Scribner’s. He wrote that last week, when he finally finished it, this labour of love and torment, the words committed in ink to paper, he had thought immediately of telling her. He thought that she would be the only other person as thrilled as he that it was finally done, that it had come to fruition.

Zelda was surprised. She didn’t know what she had expected Scott to do after he left her porch. She could never imagine him settling into a well-paid, steady job, rising through the ranks and setting up a sweet little home with a sweet little wife, taking holidays to the beach every summer. But after their last encounter, she hadn’t been sure he would do anything at all; he would become one of life’s floaters, all that unfulfilled promise only fuelling resentment and discontent and never anything worth anything at all. But he had finished his book. She was happy for him.

She sat down at her desk with his letter and began to write a reply. Dear Scott, what wonderful news! I’m thrilled for you. Send me a copy at once, I must read it. Love, Zelda.

A few weeks later, a thick, heavy envelope arrived for Zelda and lay waiting for her on the dining room table when she went in for breakfast. She knew, before she even opened it, what it was.

“Did you order something, baby?” Minnie asked her, settling herself into her chair and pouring some tea.

“No,” Zelda replied, the manuscript now lying in her hands; thick and white and fine. “It’s Scott’s book,” she said, not lifting her eyes from the title page. “He’s finished it.”

Minnie looked at her daughter, trying to decipher the meaning of this sudden development. But it was impossible to tell what was going on in Zelda’s head, never mind her heart.

“Well, good for him,” Minnie said graciously, and in return, she received a smile from Zelda. “Is it being published?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Zelda said, her eyes turning to the stack of typed paper in front of here. “There’s not a letter or note, just the book,” she added. And with that, gathering the manuscript in her arms, she got up and left the table without eating a single bite.

*

Zelda spent all that day and most of the night reading Scott’s book. It was beautiful and fresh and everything she expected and more. She was delighted and flattered to find several passages from her own diary in there. Some of the phrases and prose had been taken from her letters too. Her words! In a book! Reading them gave her a thrill.

When she finished in the early hours of the morning, she lay down in her bed, the pages wrapped in her arms and she fell asleep, cradling the paper child that Scott had made.

She didn’t have to wait long to hear from Scott. A telegram was waiting for her the next day.

Looking good. Won’t say too much. Don’t want to jinx it. Should know in two weeks. Love, Scott

It was mid-September. By October, he would know his fate. How fitting, Zelda thought. More so than New Year’s or January, Zelda had always felt like fall was when things started over again. The trees shedding their leaves and the renaissance of the world; the depths of colours and beauty that nature would reveal before shedding them to begin again always felt to Zelda a time of renewal. Fall was for everything to start over and begin again.

October

It was official. Scott’s book would be published by Scribner’s in the spring. Zelda received word in another telegram. This one included a request for Zelda’s hand in marriage. He said he would ask the Judge’s permission, but he wanted to know first if he had truly proved himself to Zelda—would she finally marry him?

Minnie knew from Zelda’s squeal that Scott had proposed to her, again. Zelda had been walking around in a dream-like state ever since she got that book; half listening to conversations and cooling or cancelling on the boys she had lined up for dates. Minnie could read between the lines. Scott had obviously won Zelda over, even if he hadn’t done so with her family. Minnie dreaded to think how the Judge would take the news and she could not help but feel a little heartsick at the thought of letting her baby marry this man. He wasn’t worthy of Zelda. But there was no use in saying anything. Zelda had always set her own course and made up her own mind. Minnie knew that in this, of all things, there would be no persuading her.

“Zelda?” she finally called out and her youngest came running into the room, Marjorie close behind her. Everybody must have heard her squeal.

“It’s Scott, Mama! His book is going to be published in the spring! He wants me to go the New York once it is and marry him!”

“And?” Minnie asked, her voice quieter than she expected.

“I love him, Mama,” Zelda replied, helpless to her own heart.

And that was it. Zelda had finally committed herself to Scott and Minnie knew there would be no turning back this time.

*

Scott was finally able to make it down in November with the intention of asking Judge Sayre officially for Zelda’s hand in marriage. Zelda had developed some intentions of her own. With their engagement officially resumed, Scott had sent back his mother’s ring and Zelda proudly wore it all the time now; telling everyone in Montgomery that her future husband was about to be a published writer who would take the literary world by storm. Their frequent letters to each other became more passionate and feverish. Now that Zelda had tied herself to Scott forever, she didn’t want to wait any longer. For anything.

Two days before Scott arrived in Montgomery, they spoke for a few minutes on the phone.

“Darling,” she whispered hurriedly, not wanting to be overhead. “I don’t want to wait until our wedding night. I can’t. I want to be with you now, when you come to Montgomery,” she told Scott, giddy at the prospect. A moment of stunned silence met her on the phone.

“Are you sure my love?” he asked, attempting to hide his delight.

“I’ve never been surer in all my life,” Zelda told him. “Make the arrangements. Somewhere discreet—I need to protect my family—and call me with the details. I’ll cover things from my end.”

And so he did. He booked a room at an inn far enough outside Montgomery that they wouldn’t be recognised. Zelda told her family that Scott had been delayed and would be arriving a day late. She then said she was going to potter around town for the afternoon—without being too specific—and that she might call into Katharine’s house after for some tea. That covered her whereabouts from between around 3:00 pm to 8:30 pm. Rooting some heavy cloth from Minnie’s stage wardrobe she kept in a closet, Zelda stuffed it into a handbag and tottered off to a new precipice, nobody the wiser.

It took her longer than she expected to get to the inn and she made a mental note to leave a little earlier when returning home. The last thing she wanted was for Minnie to grow concerned enough to start calling her friends’ houses to see where she was.

Soon after she got off the bus, it began pouring rain. Zelda laughed as she pulled the makeshift cloak from her handbag. It would be protecting her in more ways than one.

Scott could barely contain his laughter when she arrived at the reception desk to collect her. He couldn’t even see her; she was just a hunched shape under a cloth cloak, making grunting noises.

“How wonderful of you to visit on my way through town!” Scott said. “I’ve had some tea and sandwiches brought up,” he added, placing his hand on Zelda’s back as she shook with silent laughter. The young man behind the desk was amused by the pantomime. Who was he to judge if the kid wanted to bring a prostitute to his room?

Zelda and Scott burst out laughing as Scott closed the door behind them. Zelda threw off her cloak to reveal her flushed cheeks and shining eyes. Scott pulled her into his arms. “Marvellous work, darling. You should pursue a stage career!” he murmured into her neck as he kissed her. Zelda caught sight of the double bed over her shoulder and suddenly felt nervous. There would be no going back after this. She wondered what he would make of her body and she of his. She wondered if it would hurt and how she would feel after. She stood on the edge of a cliff, desperate to know what it would feel like to jump off and terrified at the fall to follow.

“Got any gin, darling? I need something to steady my nerves,” she asked.

“Yes, of course, darling girl,” he replied. He ushered her over to an armchair by a little fire, the flames licking the small chimney chute. Grabbing a bottle of gin from the wardrobe, he poured a hearty dash into a teacup and brought it to her. She sipped it, gently, allowing the heat of the fire to soak into her bones and relax her.

“Darling, your feet are soaked,” Scott said looking at her damp ballet pumps that had turned from cream to grey with the rain and puddles. “Here, allow me,” he said, dropping onto one knee beside her. Carefully, as if he were unwrapping china, he slipped her shoes off and placed them by the fire’s edge. Taking one of her damp, stocking clad feet, he place it in his warm hands, rubbing the heat back into them. Zelda allowed herself a murmur of contentment.

He began moving his hands up her calf, rubbing the warmth back into them. With light flickers, his hands moved above her knee, just to the start of her thigh, and then back down to her calf again. Zelda felt desire begin to build in her.

She relaxed back into the armchair, stretching her leg out. Scott moved his hands further and further up her thigh. “I think we should let these stockings dry,” he said, unbuckling one from her garter belt and slowly, sensuously, rolling it down her leg, over her ankle and with a gentle tug, removed it from her foot.

“Will I take off the other one?” he asked. Zelda smiled and nodded in consent. He repeated the ritual until both her legs lay bare; stretched and slightly spread in front of him. Dropping to both knees now, he ran his hands up her bare legs, past the top of her thighs, gripping her hips as he began leaving the softest of kisses up and down her legs. Zelda pushed her head back against the chair, her back arching at his touch. He stood up, pulling her with him.

“I think this needs to dry out too,” he said, tugging at her bone dry dress. As seductively as she could, Zelda hitched her dress to her waist, lifting it up over her shoulders, her head and dropped it to the ground. Still with the greatest of care, Scott assisted her as she removed her slip, her bra, her garter belt and finally, her underwear; until she stood before him, fully naked. He looked her up and down, taking in every inch of the woman he had desired and pursued for so long.

“My God, you are breathtaking,” he said. Zelda pressed her naked body against him, kissing him and undressing him as they tumbled into bed.

*

It didn’t last very long—under ten minutes anyway—but it was sweet and loving and tender. She lay in Scott’s arms, his breathing settling down into a sleepy pace as she listened to the rain pour outside. She hadn’t felt the ‘divine move through her’ as Tallulah had likened it to her, but for their first time, it was splendid.

They lazed for the rest of the afternoon, intermittently dozing, nibbling on sandwiches (tomato, Zelda’s favourite) and making love again. Near 7:00 pm, she disturbed Scott from his postcoital slumber. “I have to go, I really need to be getting back,” she said, sliding out from his arms and searching for her garments.

They said their goodbyes, bemoaning the hours they would be parted and sharing their anticipation of the days not too far away, when nobody would be able to pull them apart. As Zelda walked down the street, casting the cloak off her head and enjoying the fresh, sweet smell in the air of buildings and plants still damp from the rain, she felt different. She had taken the first step on a new path, one of no return. But she didn’t appreciate what that meant; she wouldn’t until years later. She was too busy rushing to put one foot in front of the other.

*

Annie was whipping up a storm in the kitchen the next day. Scott was coming over for lunch with the family and Annie was putting on a Southern spread worthy of a prince. Zelda’s favourite fried chicken, tomato salad, collard greens and mashed potato, with freshly baked cornbread and two kinds of pies for after; apple and pecan. Judge Sayre would probably throw a fit at the excessiveness of it all, but both Annie and Minnie wanted the best for Zelda.

Scott and Zelda greeted each other chastely, acting on their best behaviour under the Judge’s watchful eye. Zelda held the secret of yesterday’s events close to her heart.

Things were awkward from the very beginning. The Judge was stiff and reserved, clearly uncomfortable at Scott’s return. Scott responded by being overly confident and charming; which only served to make the Judge even more remote. A few minutes after they exchanged hellos, Scott asked Zelda’s father if he was going to congratulate him. He looked at him sternly over his glasses.

“Congratulate you? For convincing my daughter to join your circus?” he asked.

Minnie laughed in a vain attempt to make it seem like the Judge was joking. But everyone knew he wasn’t a man who cracked jokes. It was water off a duck’s back for Scott.

“Oh no, on my book being published,” he replied. But the Judge didn’t say anything. Instead, he picked up the newspaper and read until Annie called a few minutes later to say lunch was ready.

“Let’s hope he warms up during lunch or he might just refuse when I ask for your hand!” Scott whispered to her on their way to the dining room. She grabbed his hand, giving him a quick squeeze.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered back. “Even the Judge can’t undo what we did yesterday!”

But things didn’t improve over lunch. In fact, the Judge barely spoke. Minnie and Zelda chatted away like birds in a tree, filling the silence. Marjorie thankfully asked Scott what his book was about and that filled up another gap. Zelda saw the scorn on her father’s face when Scott said it was a book about the young and he was their voice. She also saw him raise his eyebrows when Annie brought in two pies for dessert. Minnie would get an earful about that later.

Before the coffee was even poured, the phone rang and Annie came in a few minutes later, apologising for disturbing them, but that there was a lawyer on the phone for Judge Sayre. He returned a few minutes later, but didn’t sit back down.

“My apologies,” he began. “I’m afraid I’ll have to leave you. An urgent matter has arisen and I need to get to the courthouse. Arthur is on his way to pick me up and drive me there.”

“On a Saturday?” Zelda asked, her voice heavy with disbelief. “Didn’t you tell him you had a guest?” she added.

“Yes, on a Saturday, Zelda. There’s been an incident at the prison. The law does not abide to social protocols. I’m sure Mr Fitzgerald will understand,” he said as if Scott weren’t even in the room. Without another word, he departed the room.

“So I guess we won’t be smoking cigars and drinking brandy together today anyway,” Scott deadpanned. “Perhaps tomorrow!” he added gaily.

But there was to be no opportunity the next day either. In fact, the case absorbed so much of the Judge’s time that when Scott left on the Monday, he had still not gotten formal permission from Zelda’s father for her hand in marriage. Zelda was furious—a fact which she didn’t hide.

“I don’t care what he thinks of Scott, Mama,” she told Minnie. “I’ve chosen him!” she declared, plonking herself in an armchair in anger after seeing Scott off to the station. “It’s absolutely childish avoiding him like that all weekend!”

“Well, I hardly think he arranged for someone to break the law just to get out of having a conversation with Scott,” Minnie replied.

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Zelda muttered darkly. “It won’t stop me marrying him, you know. Nothing will,” Zelda added, with great determination.

“I know, baby,” Minnie replied before letting out a heavy sigh. “I know.”





Chapter Eleven

Finally in January, the Judge wrote to Scott giving him formal permission to marry Zelda. “Well hallelujah,” Zelda said when Scott called her with the news. “Now I know how the slaves felt when Lincoln’s side won the Civil War.”

Not long after, Zelda began to feel queasy and nauseous and her appetite reduced greatly as a result. Minnie and Marjorie teased her, putting it down to pre-wedding jitters. But Zelda counted the days and with horror realised her period was late.

The outcome of the calculation knocked the strength out of her legs and she found herself collapsing onto the floor. Dread washed over her. She didn’t want to be pregnant, not yet. It was too soon. Her life was only meant to be starting; motherhood would rob her of that. She wrote to Scott and told him. She was unsure that, even if she did find a moment when she was alone in the house and could call him, that she would even be able to say the words. Instead, she put it in a letter and prayed that by the time she got a reply, her period would’ve come.

It didn’t.

But something else did with Scott’s reply—pills. He told her he had acquired them from a reliable source and they were perfectly safe. She just had to take them and the problem would be sorted. He pressed on her that now was not the right time for a child—his book needed time to establish him, they needed time as a married couple—all things Zelda agreed with, in principle.

But when she looked at the pills, she felt sick. Everyone knew only certain kinds of women took pills like that. The professional women of Montgomery’s brothel. Zelda remembered going there with her friends, beaming the headlights on the car whenever a boy knocked on the door beside the red-lit window, naming and shaming them amongst squeals of laughter and derision. The women inside who sold their companionship by the hour—those were the kind of women who took these pills. But Zelda wasn’t like them; Scott was going to be her husband. There was nothing unnatural about what they did.

But she didn’t want a child either. The idea of this intruder growing inside of her, using up her energy and taking residence without permission made her want to scream. For two days, she thought of nothing but the pills; excusing her distraction by telling Minnie she had a head cold and was under the weather. She finally decided what to do after another sleepless night—she flushed the pills down the toilet. She could not and would not take them.

The next day, her period arrived and her fears departed. She gleefully wrote to Scott that all was well, that the situation had been resolved without her needing to use the pills. The rest of the month and the weeks of February passed quickly. Between picking her wedding trousseau and making the rounds of Montgomery to say goodbye, the days blurred into each other. One day, a package arrived for her from Scott. She opened it in front of Minnie and Marjorie and could not believe what was revealed when she tore back the packaging and lifted the lid on the red leather box. Inside was the most beautiful watch Zelda had ever seen. It was covered in diamonds, set in platinum. Pulling it gently out of the box, she peered at the details and delighted at the jewels glittering off the early spring sun. On the back of the face there was an inscription: their names, forever linked; just as they too would soon be.

“My goodness, that must have cost him a fortune!” Minnie said as Zelda proudly slipped the watch onto her wrist.

“I told you, Scribner’s gave him a huge advance. They’re expecting great things from Scott’s book,” Zelda said triumphantly.

“Well, hopefully he keeps some of the advance so you will have somewhere to live!” Marjorie chimed in, but Zelda paid her no heed.

On March 20th, This Side of Paradise was published. Two days later, Zelda boarded the overnight train from Montgomery to New York. She was to be married the next day.

The Judge and Minnie didn’t attend the wedding. They said they couldn’t afford it and the Judge couldn’t get the time off work. But Zelda knew it was a lie—they just didn’t approve of Scott. They didn’t want to play any part in the beginning of Zelda’s new life. Or at least, the Judge didn’t. Minnie wouldn’t go without him.

So it was decided that Marjorie would accompany Zelda to New York instead. Clothilde and her husband would attend the ceremony at St Patrick’s Cathedral and Zelda wondered if it would be the first time all of them—not including Scott, of course—would be in a Catholic Church. She wondered how different they were from the Episcopalian ones she was used to. A few days before she left Montgomery, Minnie asked her again, “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather a wedding in the South with all your friends?” Zelda once again ignored the pleading in her voice.

“What, me in a big puffy dress being paraded around like a show pony for the day? The Judge throwing disapproving looks while we toast ourselves with champagne? Honestly, Mama,” she scoffed. “We’re moderns, Scott and I. Besides, the South would never get over the shock of a Sayre being married in a Catholic Church!”

So they stayed at home, the Judge and Minnie, for the wedding and for her departure from Montgomery. They didn’t see her off at the train station. The truth was, neither Minnie nor the Judge was sure they could take the pain of putting their precious and precocious child—their baby—on a train heading into the mouth of New York and the arms of Scott Fitzgerald. They never discussed it with each other, they didn’t need to. They ate dinner in silence and held hands on the porch in the dimming sunlight as Zelda gave buoyant goodbyes to the girls who arrived at the train station to see her off. She promised to write to them and they promised to go to New York. Zelda could hardly sit still on the train. She bounced from window to seat and back again, itching for a view of the buildings and lights; even though she knew they were hundreds of miles away. She tried to sketch the flowers in Mama’s garden from memory, but there was too much adrenaline running through her hands to keep them steady. “Good Lord,” Marjorie said, “you better not be like this all night otherwise you’ll have bags under your eyes getting married!”

“Oh, Marjorie, I just can’t wait. In 24 hours I’m going to be Mrs F Scott Fitzgerald,” Zelda said, as if she were announcing her coronation as Queen.

“Yes, that reminds me,” Marjorie said seriously, patting the seat beside her. “Sit down, Zelda. There’s something I need to discuss with you.”

“Marjorie, I know where babies come from,” Zelda said flatly.

“I’m not talking about the birds and the bees, I’m talking about what men want. What husbands expect.”

“And what would you know about that? You’ve never been married!” Zelda sassed back. But Marjorie gave her a warning look, so Zelda mimed zipping her mouth shut and put her hands up in surrender.

“Men and women have different needs, Zelda. Different wants. It is quite common for men to want to be intimate, even if making a baby isn’t what’s on their mind. Their desires tend to be strong and… frequent at the beginning of a marriage,” Marjorie said, stumbling over the words. Zelda sat beside her, a fixed look on her sister’s face.

“In order for your marriage to be harmonious, it is best to act as if you are… happy, about these intimacies,” Marjorie continued.

Zelda had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.

“Say when Scott wants to… make love…” Marjorie said, blushing right up to the roots of her hair, “you should… simply lie there and think of something more pleasant or something you read recently that was interesting. Distract yourself. Allow him to do what he needs to do and it will be over before you know it. And once you have children, the… frequency… of these intimacies will grow wider!” Marjorie told her, with great joy.

Zelda wasn’t sure if this was because Marjorie had thought she had delivered some kind of good news or simply because she had finished saying what she felt she had to say. Either way, Zelda could almost feel Marjorie’s relief that she had gotten through that.

“Thank you, Marjorie. That is certainly pertinent information,” Zelda said primly, disguising her smile as her mind floated back to her and Scott’s time at the inn.

Amazingly, Zelda did manage to sleep that night. Between her full belly from the meal in the dining car and the rocking motion of the train—its steady, dependable sound rotating in the background—she fell into a heavy sleep. She didn’t wake until just before dawn. When she did, she jumped up and pulled back the curtains, finally casting her eyes over New York City—her new home. When she got off this train, she would leave Zelda Sayre and Montgomery behind. Her life was finally beginning; all the great things she had dreamed of, the wonders Scott had promised, they were now within her grasp. She just had to reach out and take them.

Marjorie helped Zelda get dressed into her wedding outfit—a beautiful suit of grey with the white corsage Scott had sent her delicately balanced on her wrist. She dabbed some powder over her face and put on some lipstick. When Marjorie wasn’t looking, she put on another coat of mascara and smiled to herself. After today, nobody would be able to bother her about how much makeup she was putting on or tell her she had to look a certain way.

Standing in front of Marjorie she asked, “Will I do?” her hands outstretched, like a chorus girl on stage.

Marjorie felt tears jump to her eyes. “You look beautiful,” she said, embracing her baby sister.

When they got off at Penn Station, Zelda couldn’t believe her eyes. She had never seen a more beautiful train station in her life. Her eyes aloft to the ceilings and alcoves, she got lost in the details of the beauty before her. Marjorie watched her for a moment, smiling at Zelda—who was oblivious to the people around her who were exasperated by her sudden twirls to take it all in as they dashed to get by.

“Zelda, watch yourself!” Marjorie said, dragging their bags behind them.

“But, Marjorie, it’s stunning! Have you seen this?” Zelda asked, the wonder swelling her voice.

“It’s beautiful,” Marjorie agreed, “now give me a hand with these bags.”

Zelda couldn’t believe how big everything was; life here was on a grand scale. She had never seen so many people in her life, all whizzing by. And the noise! Of feet shuffling, horns honking outside, vendors selling things, it was all happening. As they stepped outside the station, everything only seemed to get louder. They bustled into a taxi that a porter hailed for them as he loaded their luggage into the back.

“Where to?” the driver asked in a drawl.

“St Patrick’s Cathedral,” Zelda said as if she had been there a hundred times. “And do be quick, we have a wedding to attend,” she added, before her and Marjorie descended into peals of laughter. The driver, perplexed by their accents and giddiness, merely changed gears and shook his head at them.

They pulled up at St Patrick’s Cathedral and Zelda’s mouth dropped open. “My Lord,” she said as her and Marjorie stepped outside the car. “If all the churches look like this, I’ll convert!”

The cathedral loomed before her, grand and imposing. The doors looked like they had been made for giants. And there, on the steps before her, was Scott. She ran to him. “Darling, it’s marvellous,” she said as he kissed her cheek.

“You’re the marvellous one,” he said, admiring her. “And the corsage sets the whole thing off perfectly,” he added, wrapping an arm around her waist.

“Marjorie, thank you for delivering her safely to me,” he said as the driver unloaded the bags.

“Anytime,” Marjorie replied. “What should we do with all this?” she asked, gesturing to the luggage. “Zelda said you were keeping all the plans a secret, so I wasn’t sure…” Marjorie added, trailing off.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Scott said, skipping down the steps to grab a few pieces. “We’ll just put them inside the church door, we won’t be here long,” he added.

We won’t? Marjorie thought to herself, but kept her mouth closed. She had never been to a Catholic wedding before and she wasn’t sure how they did things.

Zelda entered the gothic church, ornate with detail and her breath was taken away. The sun shone through the stained glass windows, casting coloured light like jewels across the pews and aisles. There were flowers everywhere—great bouquets of lilies bursting out of green foliage, yellow daffodils and daisies, clustered together in celebration. Everywhere she looked there were flowers.

“Scott, the flowers are beautiful!” she said.

“Oh, they belong to the church, darling. It’s Easter this Sunday, which is why the priest was so good to marry us today! So we mustn’t keep him waiting,” Scott explained as he once again grabbed Zelda by the waist, turning her back to the altar and pushing her instead to the side of the church.

“We’re getting married in the rectory,” he said, grabbing Zelda’s hand, leading the way.

“But wait,” Marjorie said, “it’s not even on the hour yet; the wedding isn’t meant to start for another 15 minutes! Clothilde and John aren’t here yet!”

Zelda looked at Scott’s face. He was so excited, all his features ablaze. He looked so handsome in his Brook Brothers suit, the dark navy contrasting with his pale skin. He seemed clean and fresh and as Zelda got a whiff of his cologne, she wanted to grab him and kiss him in a most unchaste way.

“Oh she won’t be far behind us, Marjorie. Come on,” Zelda said. With that, her and Scott disappeared down the stairs leaving Marjorie no choice but to follow their impatient trail.

The priest seemed rather pleasant to Marjorie, even if he was in a bit of a rush to get the whole thing done. Taking in their rather drab surroundings, Marjorie couldn’t help but feel the rectory was a poor substitute for the grand Cathedral above. It was a dark green colour, old and musty, with little furniture and no flowers. Marjorie would’ve been horrified if her husband organised this as their wedding venue, but Zelda made no comment as they entered the room.

Scott hadn’t even organised a bouquet for her, so Marjorie ran back upstairs and orphaned off some of the Easter Sunday flowers, using a cutting of lace from Minnie’s wedding dress that she had brought for good luck for Zelda. She tied the flowers together and handed the makeshift bouquet back to Zelda, who simply beamed in response.

Marjorie half-expected Scott to pull some cracker jack jewellery from his pocket when it came to the ring bit but his best man Ludlow pulled out two yellow golden bands, handing one to Scott and one to Zelda. Then suddenly, the priest was telling Scott he may now kiss the bride and in front of her very eyes, Zelda changed from Sayre to Fitzgerald; from girl to married woman. Marjorie didn’t think she had ever seen her sister look so happy.

“Now you be a good Catholic, Scott, and Zelda, you be a good Episcopalian—and everything will be fine,” the priest told them benignly.

In a cloud, Zelda and Scott ascended back up the stairs into the cathedral, their tiny wedding party following behind them, just as Clothilde, heavily pregnant and heavily breathing, arrived with her husband John.

“I’m married!” Zelda squealed, flashing the wedding band that now kept her engagement ring company on her left hand.

“What?” Clothilde asked, horror and shock etched across her face. “But we’re not even late! It’s not even meant to be starting for another few minutes—we rushed to get here on time!”

“Well, the priest has rather a lot on with it being Easter and everything,” Zelda, said, shrugging her shoulders as a means of explanation.

“Busiest time of year!” Scott piped in as Clothilde looked at the pair of them, aghast.

“So we just thought ‘oh why not!’” Zelda said, gazing adoringly up at Scott.

“Why not?” Clothilde asked in disbelief. “Maybe because your sister wasn’t here!”

“Oh don’t be upset, Clothilde,” Zelda said, dismissing her sister’s well-placed outrage. “It’s not the ceremony that counts, it’s the marriage!”

Scott chortled at his new wife’s response before saying, “Now if you’ll excuse us, I have a little wedding present I want to show Zelda.” He pressed on the small of her back, urging her to walk forward.

“You’re leaving?” Clothilde asked, the anger undisguised in her voice now. She opened her mouth to add something else, but Marjorie quickly jumped in, trying to cool the quickly rising temperature.

“Is there a meal or anything organised?” she asked brightly; but the Fitzgeralds were already walking out the church doors and into the sunlight; leaving their guests disorientated by what had just happened.

“So what’s my surprise, Mr Fitzgerald?” Zelda asked as Scott dashed down the church steps, pulling her behind him.

Scott gave nothing away; he just smiled at Zelda, half-dragging her down the road. They walked a few blocks, Zelda taking in her new world. Everything was so busy, there were people bustling everywhere. And their clothes! So different to Montgomery. Even the smell was different. There were no fragrant flowers, no scents of freshly cut grass hanging on the morning air. It smelled of fumes and cars, of steel and promise.

Before she knew it, they were stopping again—in front of a window display. A window full of Scott’s book.

“Oh my Lord, Scott! They’re beautiful!” she cried, before smothering him in kisses. She broke apart from him to people passing by “My husband wrote this book, you should buy it! It’s divine!” Her pride was contagious to Scott who laughed and grabbed his wife, swinging her around in the middle of the street and covering her beautiful, precious face in kisses. Their kisses quickly changed into a more passionate embrace and huskily, Zelda asked, “So, Mr Fitzgerald, where do you plan on taking your wife next?” He grinned wolfishly in response, quickly summoning a taxi as if he had lived in New York all this life. They petted heavily in the backseat, only stopping when they arrived at their destination. “We’re newlyweds,” Zelda said by way of explanation and the driver congratulated them and wished them good luck.

Stepping out of the cab, Zelda could hardly believe the size of the building in front of her. “Can you see clouds from the rooms?” she asked Scott, who laughed as he signalled for a porter to grab their luggage. As fine as the hotels and ballrooms of Montgomery had been, The Biltmore put them all to shame. Everything was so shiny and polished, from the door handles to the windowpanes. Everybody was dressed so finely and a warm flush of air hit her skin as soon as she entered the lobby. Zelda was full of excitement riding up in the elevator, wondering what their room would look like if the entrance to the hotel was so lovely.

She gasped as she followed Scott into their suite. It wasn’t just one room, there was a bunch of them! A sitting room area with couches and a piano by the window; an elaborately decorated bedroom with an ornate bedspread that looked so soft and plush, Zelda wanted to dive right into it. The bathroom was full or marble and there was a huge tub, big enough for two. “This is all for us?” she asked Scott, beaming at him.

“All for you, my darling. For my wife,” he said, before kissing her with more love and tenderness than Zelda had ever known.

It wasn’t long after that Zelda found out first-hand how comfy the bed really was. This time, their lovemaking was much better than their first experience in Montgomery. Scott was slower, tenderer in the act itself. Their bodies built up to a crescendo of movement, instead of going from zero to 80 in a few minutes. They blended together as one, Scott’s skin soft and warm against hers. His hands in her hair, his mouth on her neck. He murmured her name and pressed himself into her, over and over again. Zelda felt a warm tingling begin in her lower back, slowly spreading out over her skin, up her spine, everywhere until finally, came the sweetest pleasure she had ever known that had her gasping and arching. Delighting in her pleasure, Scott climaxed with her, holding her in his arms, repeating her name over and over. “Deo,” Zelda said, breathlessly. “So that’s what the poets write about.”

“Deo, are you calling me God?” Scott said, laughing, rolling over and pulling her on top of him.

“After that husband, you deserve the title,” she said, kissing him. They fell asleep in each other’s arms, blissfully happy and so very in love.





Chapter Twelve

Later that day, Zelda met Scott’s friends for the first time. They ate dinner alone, downstairs in the hotel restaurant and Zelda was just about to suggest to Scott that they take their desserts up to their room, preferably in bed, when he said, “I’ve invited some of the Princeton chaps to come over for a few drinks tonight to toast our marriage and my book, is that okay?”

Zelda was a bit shocked After they had left the church earlier, her family aghast at the absence of any event following the ceremony, she had brushed off Scott’s lack of plans as a desire for them to spend their first day as newlyweds alone together. But now he wanted to have people over to their suite? Zelda didn’t want to say anything, she had no desire to slot into the role of a nagging wife. Things were different now, after the war, and in New York. They were moderns, after all she thought. “Of course, darling. I’d love to meet them,” she replied.

Initially, Zelda felt of place. As if she were an outsider to the celebration that apparently involved her. There seemed to be a lot of people in their room. Had all these people gone to Princeton? she couldn’t help but wonder. She hovered near one of the windows, her glass empty and her husband surrounded by a bunch of very loud and rather drunk men. Suddenly, Ludlow appeared by her side, two drinks in his hand. “I can happily say that the second round of Gin Blossoms are much better than the first,” he told her, offering one to Zelda.

“Oh thank you,” she said, taking a grateful sip.

“We can be rather a bit much,” Ludlow said, gesturing his head to Scott and the other men who had now broken out into a raucous song of some kind.

“Not at all,” Zelda said, not wanting to appear like she was pouting. “It’s wonderful finally getting to meet Scott’s friends.”

“Not as wonderful as getting to meet you, Mrs Fitzgerald. I can personally attest that he was utterly miserable without you. I believe he’ll be a better man for having you as his wife,” Ludlow said. He raised his glass. “A toast, in your honour, Zelda.”

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, grateful for his kindness and decency. “Thank you, Luddy,” she said.

*

Those first months in New York were a hedonistic, manic blur.

Zelda and Scott weren’t the only ones to engage in the outrageous and the decadent; but they did do it better than anybody else. The war had unlocked something in them all, even those who never left the shores of the US. All the nervous tension of those years exploded like confetti in the aftermath of the armistice. Even when the thrill of peace wore off, the young didn’t want to resume a practical life. They had no intention of following in the footsteps of their parents; they wanted to cause a stampede with their own.

New York was full of bright people doing wonderful things. There was always a show to see, a singer to listen to, a poet to discuss life with, a party to attend and a drink to be drunk.

Scott was astute; he recognised opportunity when he saw it. His book had arrived at just the right time. The Fitzgeralds had arrived at just the right time. He could see that they could represent something bigger than young lovers. They could be a symbol.

A few days after their wedding, Scott and Zelda were at a party. Zelda was still being introduced to new people as there seemed to be an endless line to greet. “Ah, the real life Rosalind,” some woman said to her, clearly evaluating her from head to toe. Zelda opened her mouth to correct her.

“Well, actually,” she began, but Scott gave a sharp squeeze on her shoulder, placing his arm around her.

“Indeed it is—our very own heroine!” he said, interrupting Zelda. Zelda seethed for a few minutes, waiting until they were on their own before saying something.

“I’m not Rosalind, Scott. You began writing that book before you even met me. I don’t want people thinking that. She’s selfish and materialistic,” Zelda told him coldly. “Is that how you see me?” she asked, hurt.

“Of course not, my darling girl,” he said, scurrying her away into a corner so they could talk privately. “But what’s the harm in other people thinking that?”

“Because it’s not true,” Zelda said, confused.

“Well, we know that, darling, and so does anyone who knows you. But to the rest of the world, let them think it. It increases the intrigue which increases sales! You want the book to be a success, don’t you?”

Zelda mulled Scott’s words over for a moment. She supposed, it didn’t really matter what everyone else thought, once her and Scott knew what was real. “It’s just a bit of fun,” she agreed. “And I do want the book to be a success,” she added, watching a smile of approval spread across Scott’s face.

“Exactly, and aren’t we having a tremendous amount of fun?” he said, grabbing two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter. “Now, shall we give them what they want?” he asked her, looking at the crowd in front of them.

Zelda smiled and slipped her arm through Scott’s. “And then some,” she added, with a wicked grin.

It wasn’t long before the Fitzgeralds became celebrities, simply for being the Fitzgeralds. They attended every party, alternating between having fantastic rows in front of their friends, followed by passionate embraces minutes later. Sometimes, they arrived at an evening soirée only to pass out on a couch or in a bathtub, still drunk from lunch. They went to Broadway and yelled during the quiet parts, Scott getting them kicked out from one show after he insisted on doing a striptease in the fourth row as Zelda squealed with manic laughter beside him.

They drank anywhere, without discrimination. They would go to The Plaza and then spend a few hours in a dingy speakeasy where the glasses were dirty and the music was new. They held court in their suite and invited everybody they encountered back to the room and whoever they wanted to bring too. They would abandon their guests to take a bubble bath together, not caring about the chaos or the revelry outside. They lived everyday as if it were their last, simply because they could.

But as the weeks went on, Zelda felt as though parts of herself were disappearing. Being shaved off by Scott. He watched her get dressed one day as she was putting on a white dress from her wedding trousseau that she particularly loved. It was surrounded by frills and a peach sash around the waist that dropped down the back of the dress. “Why don’t you go shopping for some new things?” Scott called to her from their bed, where he lay with a blank page opened in his notebook and a pen in his hand.

“What things?” she called back, tying the sash.

“Clothes and that, some things for New York,” he replied.

She marched into their bedroom. “What’s wrong with the clothes I have?” she demanded to know.

“Nothing, darling, they’re just very… Southern,” he replied.

“So am I,” she shot back. He shook his head, but he said no more, and Zelda thought that was the end of it.

Then, they ran into Tallulah one night. “Zelda Sayre!” she said, her arms outstretched, a cigarette filter hanging from her vampy red mouth.

“It’s Fitzgerald now,” Zelda said, raising her left hand and wiggling her ringed finger.

“Mm, of course,” Tallulah replied, air kissing her cheeks and taking a drag of her cigarette. “My God,” she said throatily, crossing an arm across her chest, appraising Zelda the way a curator would a potential acquisition. “Seeing you is like licking a spoon of jam, it reminds me of home. And don’t you look it! I don’t even think I’ve seen a ruffle since I crossed the Mason-Dixie line,” she said, turning to her sister Gene, never far away from Tallulah, laughing cruelly. Zelda felt herself wilt in her gown that she had thought so fine, but she didn’t show it. She just smiled.

Later, she stood watching them all, the women of New York, gossiping and chatting around a table to each other. Tallulah and Gene, Edna and Dorothy (who had never met an insult they didn’t like to try on for size) and a few others. They all looked so similar, in their dark colours and dark lips. Their eyes darted around the room like vultures looking for prey. Very clearly, Edna’s eyes settled on Zelda and narrowed. She turned to the others, whispering something to them all, causing them to turn and stare at her, before descending into gales of laughter. Zelda turned her back to them, walking to the bar and ordering herself another drink.

She was grateful when Scott’s friend Marie Hersey approached her and started talking to her. All her life, Zelda had been surrounded by girlfriends. Her closest confidantes up to this point had always been women. But now, in New York, she seemed to only have the friendly company of men. Luddy and Alex and Bill and Townsend were delightful and wonderful. They made her laugh and kept her company when Scott disappeared and they begged her to reconsider her recent marriage and run away with them. But she desired the company of women; of the intimacy they share. The solid bonds of female friendship she missed now more than ever in this vast city, far away from everything she had ever known.

What Zelda didn’t realise until after they had been shopping and Marie forced her to buy a Pacteau suit that was ‘all the rage in Paris’ and all wrong for Zelda, was that Scott had asked her to take Zelda shopping. Marie let it slip over tea at The Plaza afterwards and Zelda had never felt more embarrassed in her life, sitting there in her ‘Southern’ clothes that clearly weren’t stylish enough for New York, while her husband worked like Machiavelli behind the scenes to bring her up to scratch.

“Am I not good enough for you?” she spat out when she returned to their room, Scott writing innocently at the desk.

“Excuse me?” he asked.

“Don’t try that with me, I know what you did. You asked her to take me shopping, to get some clothes to dress me in a way that would be good enough for the great F Scott Fitzgerald to show off his wife in!” she raged, tossing the bag of new clothes across the room.

“Now darling, calm down,” Scott began.

“I will not!” she snapped. “It is one thing for those women to look down their noses at me and think me uncouth with my ‘Southern style’, but my husband? It’s very fitting we were married on April Fool’s, because I was the fool to marry you!” she told him, before locking herself in the bathroom and dissolving into tears.

He begged for forgiveness from the other side of the door for two hours. He apologised over and over, repeatedly telling her that he loved her how she was, that he just thought she might feel more comfortable in clothes more appropriate for city life. She allowed him to talk himself into exhaustion and then finally heard him leave the room. She made sure he wasn’t going to return anytime soon before she unlocked the bathroom door and came out.

She was angry and hurt and his excuse that he was doing it for her good didn’t help at all. She had spent all her life living in the shadow of the Judge’s shame; she wasn’t about to do the same in her marriage. How dare Scott tell her how to dress! And enlisting little old Marie Hersey from St Paul? What the hell would she know about fashion?

And then she thought of how she felt when Tallulah and the other women looked at her, clearly making fun of her. It wasn’t a position she was familiar with or one she felt comfortable in. She thought about what to do.

It was nearly dawn when Scott finally rolled back into the room, missing his jacket and smelling of alcohol. He didn’t so much as stir a few hours later when Zelda pinched a roll of notes out of his trouser pocket and ducked out of the room.

He was still asleep when she returned later that afternoon, but she made sure to slam the door loud enough to wake him, which he did, with a start. She marched over to him, shopping bags swishing at her side.

“There’s one thing you need to get straight, Scott Fitzgerald,” she began as he blinked his eyes awake.

“Zelda, your hair,” he said, raising his hand as if to feel it for himself. Zelda had bobbed her previously long, golden hair. It now rested around her chin, sleek and glossy.

She ignored him and carried on. “I dress for me. I choose how I look; just like I choose what I do and how I do it. Not the women of New York, not your friends and certainly not you. I agree that I need different clothes for the city. But that ugly suit,” she said, pointing at the crumpled carrier bag that lay across the room, “will not be going on my back anytime soon. Do you understand?”

“My God, you’re divine,” Scott said, grabbing her and kissing her. She guessed he understood.





Chapter Thirteen

The next weekend, they accepted an invitation from Princeton to chaperone a house party at Cottage. While Zelda thought it was a delightful idea from the beginning, Scott wasn’t convinced as he twirled the invitation in his hands. “I don’t know, Zelda,” he said, his voice small.

“What don’t you know?” she asked. “We’ll grab Luddy and the others—that Firestone chap—and have a grand old time.”

“I’m not alumni, Zelda. I didn’t even graduate,” he said to her quietly. She momentarily felt shocked, but then, shrugged her shoulders.

“So what?” she said, to his surprise. “Who needs college when you’re a published, celebrated author?”

She slinked over to him, peering at him from under her mascara-laden eyes. “I think this is the perfect time to go back and show them how well you’ve done,” she said, kissing his neck. Once she saw him smile as he turned to kiss her, she knew she had him.

They drove up in Harvey’s beautiful new robin’s egg blue car, swigging from champagne bottles in what turned out to be the highlight of their behaviour over the weekend. Feeling her new clothes and hair settle on her like fresh skin, Zelda shed the last of her inhibitions and arrived determined to show Princeton that the Fitzgeralds now set the pace of things. As they drove up through the grand gates and fresh foliage, Zelda turned to Scott and said, “Let’s give ’em something to talk about for years!” He met her challenge with a smile of agreement.

Scott introduced Zelda as his mistress, they got roaring drunk and fought with everyone, including each other. At breakfast, Zelda poured applejack from her purse over her eggs and set fire to them with Luddy’s lighter, much to their group’s delight and the horror of their fellow diners. She invited Cottage members to watch her bathe while Scott tried to eat his soup with a fork before proceeding to get into a fistfight that left him with a black eye. Zelda asked the male diners at the formal dinner whether it was truly necessary for her to wear a girdle when her body was already so tight, before she grabbed their hands and placed them on her—ungirdled—hips and waist. When they left on Sunday, hungover and battered, but utterly delighted with their efforts to shock and offend, Zelda suggested that the Dean was probably breathing a heavy sigh of relief at their departure.

“Did we meet the Dean?” Scott asked as they roared out the gates.

“I don’t know,” Zelda replied. “Was he the man whose neck I licked last night?”

They returned to New York and made a disturbance wherever they went. They often began drinking at noon. On the occasions they were able to pace themselves, they were still the loudest, the most daring, the most provocative. They behaved as if they were performing in a Broadway show and each night, they were hungry for applause. Zelda relished in the freedom, in the total knowledge that nobody could make her do anything she didn’t want to. It created its own kind of intoxication over her. The freedom to do anything spurned her on, a little voice whispering in her ear to always take things further, to new extremes.

They quickly established a reputation that preceded them wherever they went. They fought and made up in equal passion, revelling in their ability to push the other to new depths. Their friends began to talk—McKaig, Ludlow, Tallulah—they whispered amongst themselves and anyone who would listen as to whether the marriage would survive or not. Nobody else could keep up the pace the Fitzgeralds were living at. Surely they couldn’t keep going like that forever. Could they?

*

“I miss the outdoors, Scott,” Zelda announced one day early in May, the New York summer sunshine gently streaming through the windows of their new home at The Commodore Hotel. The Biltmore had finally had enough of their shenanigans and all night parties. The concierge had muttered under his breath that the whole floor of their suite would have to be lifted and redone, thanks to the combination of continuously overflowing baths and copious amounts of alcohol spillage.

So they had upped sticks and their suitcases and absconded to The Commodore, who had taken them in with no inclination of the chaos that followed them.

“Well, go for a stroll in Central Park,” Scott replied, trying in vain to focus on what he was writing.

“It’s not the same!” she retorted moodily, pouting her lips as she lay just so across the couch. “Besides, there’s no water for me to swim in.”

“If you want to go swimming, go to the Y down the street,” Scott snapped back. They had been bickering a lot more these days, even when they weren’t drunk. When they were drunk, their default positions were to either fight each other or fight outsiders.

Zelda stood up suddenly. “That’s not swimming outdoors though!” Her body braced itself for a fight; shoulders back, eyes defiant, mouth drawn. Scott narrowed his eyes in response and for a moment, Zelda stood and Scott sat, the two facing each other, ready to kick off. Then, Zelda started laughing and Scott joined in, the two of them seeing the absurdity in the situation.

“Oh Goofo, I miss the outdoors,” Zelda said, making her way over to him and putting her arms around either side of his neck, cradling his head in her hands. “Wouldn’t it be nice to get out of the city for a bit?” she asked pleadingly, depositing kisses on his cheek and neck as she did so.

Scott couldn’t disagree. New York was never pleasant during the summer, it was why so many fled the island of Manhattan for rented cottages or their parents’ country estates until the first fall leaf fell on 5th avenue. Besides, he wasn’t having much luck writing in hotel rooms these days. They were adequate for knocking out a short story for The Post, but anytime he tried to work on his second book, inspiration abandoned him and he felt stifled in the room.

“Okay, my darling girl. Your wish is my command,” he replied.

*

They decided to settle in Westport Connecticut in Long Island. Initially, they had looked north to Rye, but it was a dull, ugly place that did nothing to accommodate either of their aesthetic tastes. Then they went to Lake Champlain, but it was too cold to swim in, which was a deal breaker for Zelda. Finally, with the help of a local realtor, they found a cottage at 224 South Compo Road.

It was secluded, which Scott adored, imagining all the writing he would get done in the peace. Grey and shingled, the house was old and had been salt-washed by the sea since the time of the revolution. From the second floor bedroom at the back of the house, they could see Long Island Sound and they were mere minutes away from the beach.

“We shall be very happy here,” Scott announced as he signed the lease. Indeed, the good omen of finding the house so soon after their arrival to Westport buoyed their spirits and smoothed the edges of their recent marital spats. They spent a few days at a local boarding house as the cottage was made habitable for them. They took long walks together, like they used to in Montgomery, exploring the locale and getting a sense of the place. They still drank, but without the intensity which they had been doing so in New York. Zelda would sit up late at night, helping Scott shape and finish the short stories he was working on; her value in his eyes once again refreshed in their new setting.

When they finally got to move into their new home, Zelda was charmed by their new surroundings. Everything was bright and clean, with the smell of fresh grass wafting from the nearby farmland and every once in a while, just when the wind was right, the smell of saltwater from the sea.

They hung a hammock on the covered porch and lay in each other’s arms, watching the goldfinches dance as the evening sunset. Once it had, the most striking collection of stars emerged in the clear night sky. So content and safe in Scott’s arms, Zelda told him, “Nobody else deserves to live, except for us,” and he kissed her with delight, at her sentiment and phrase and her complete disregard for anyone but them.

Zelda joined the Longshore Beach and Country Club and swam daily either in their pool or at the nearby beach, depending on her mood. At first, the peace was wonderful. Zelda would wake in the mornings, Scott having risen before her and gone to his study to work, listening to the sounds of birds and the gentle lap of the waves. She would leisurely take a breakfast (a simple one of juice and toast which was all she could manage to cook herself) and then head out for a swim. She would stop at a store on the way home, picking up supplies to keep both of them fed. One day, she had attempted to cook a dinner and nearly burned the house down in the process. Feeling flustered and foolish, Scott had soothed her by promising they would get some help soon. Until then, they survived on sandwiches and snack food.

In the afternoons, she would attempt to read, but found her mind wandering and unable to concentrate. She walked the rooms of their house, simply for something to do. She sat out on the porch and caught up on her correspondence and watched the minutes on the clock tick by and wonder when Scott would emerge from his cave. She was glad that he was working hard on his second book, but in doing so, he seemed so distant. During their first week in the house, she had entered his study while he was working one afternoon to ask him what he wanted to have for dinner and was scolded by him for not first knocking before entering. She asked to see what he had written so far, but he was secretive and would lock up his papers in a desk drawer every night.

They hired a Japanese boy, Tanaka, from an employment agency in New York. Soon after he arrived, Scott began frequently taking his dinners on a tray in his room, so she was deprived of even the company of his presence at mealtimes. Pestering him with her boredom and frustrations and complaints of empty days and solitude, Scott agreed to Zelda’s pleas to return to the city on the weekends.

They would take the train on a Friday afternoon, fresh and polished and determined on some wickedness ahead. Zelda delighted in the obvious joy from McKaig and Nathan at her return to their lives, flirting and teasing and dancing with all the pent up desires that bubbled inside of her during the long, silent days at the cottage. Scott would jealously throw his eye over her and Nathan whispering in a corner, at Zelda gently caressing his arm or placing her face so close to his that she could nearly taste the liquor off his tongue. She relished in the anxiety that would cross Scott’s face at the possibility of giving herself to another.

She wouldn’t cheat on Scott, but she enjoyed the frustration it roused in him to see others become intoxicated by her and she them. It fired up his passions and made her feel more desirable and precious for it. She also knew, and what Scott wouldn’t admit, was that it increased her value in his eyes—that she was a wanted commodity, that other men envied him because he shared a bed with her every night.

While it was merely teasing fun on her behalf, Zelda wondered about Scott’s behaviour. He also flirted with other people, delighting in women who spoke of his literary talent with such fawning that it made Zelda want to gag. She knew Scott was a brilliant writer and told everyone so. But the way they did it, with fluttering eyes and bared shoulders, hanging on his every word as if he were revealing the meaning of life, was desperate. These women were two a dozen and although Scott enjoyed their attentions and their flirtations and the opportunity to wound Zelda in the same manner she wounded him, Zelda wasn’t overly concerned with them. It was only when she began to hear whisperings about Gene Bankhead—Tallulah’s older, beautiful sister—that she felt a stirring of jealousy inside of her.

They would return to Westport on the Sunday train, dusk falling across the land as they roared back to the suburbs, with bloodshot eyes and light pockets. It would take the best part of Monday for them both to recover and it soon became Zelda’s favourite day of the week; these moments when she had Scott fully, in body and mind, without the distraction of writing or women. They would nurse their hangovers in easy care with each other, cursing their capacity for liquor and dissecting the gossip and antics of the weekend before. But, when Tuesday came and Scott would return to his study and the other world he inhabited, Zelda was left once again bored, restless and in need of distraction. She resented his work and his lack of attention to her.

After a little pestering on her behalf—with interruptions to ask did he want tea, to come and see the great pelican that was resting on the fence by the road, to check if he wanted peas or green beans with dinner—Scott readily agreed to her request to invite some people out to the cottage for her amusement.

Giddy with success, Zelda immediately rang Ludlow who she dearly missed and invited him down for the following weekend. “Oh, do come, darling. It will give me something to look forward to and Scott’s an awful bore who has taken ill care of me,” she purred down the phone as dear old Luddy laughed and said he would be delighted to visit them at their ‘summer residence’ as he termed it.

Both Scott and Zelda agreed that they would only invite one or two people down at a time, in order to not disturb the flow of Scott’s work. But that quickly changed. While Scott could have a dedicated work ethic at times, he was always easy prey for the lure of parties and drinking and merriment to be had. Zelda was hardly going to complain when he began inviting more and more people down from the city. The people crowding into their shingled home grew so much that it was impossible to contain them all in the house and guests arrived with the knowledge (if not the concern) that there would be no sleeping had that weekend. Only partly because there wasn’t enough beds to go around.

Poor Tanaka’s eyes widened each Friday when he saw the hordes descend on the cottage, sweeping in through the front door like a tsunami and spilling into every room, nook and cranny. One weekend, Max came down after Zelda invited him, telling him, “It’ll do your skin good to get some sun on it!” much to Scott’s surprise, who knew nothing of his visit. While Scott was full of nothing but warm and jovial welcomes to his editor, once he disappeared into the kitchen to grab a drink, Scott grabbed Zelda by the arm and hissed “Why didn’t you tell me you invited Max?”

“I didn’t think I needed to tell you given he’s your editor,” she replied, wrenching her arm from his grasp. “What’s the big deal?” she asked, annoyed and confused.

“The big deal is he’ll want to see what I’ve gotten done for the second book,” Scott replied, his brow worried.

“And? He’s going to have to see it sooner rather than later,” Zelda replied tartly. But Scott still seemed worried.

“Darling, I’m sure it’s even better than the first one and he’s going to love it,” she said, softly, thinking Scott was worried about the standard of his work. She could imagine the pressure that must lay across his shoulders thanks to his first novel being so successful. But she was wrong.

“Oh you don’t understand, Zelda,” he said, before marching off to pour himself a drink.

She didn’t then, but she soon realised what was going on. A few hours later, Max emerged from a chat with Scott in the study, looking even more concerned than her husband had earlier on.

“Zelda, for his own sake as well as mine, get Scott to write,” Max said to her as he put his jacket back on.

“Are you leaving already?” she asked surprised, before adding, “He has been writing, he shuts himself away in his study every day.”

“Well, whatever he’s doing, he’s not writing,” Max told her bluntly. “And yes, I am leaving, I have to get back up to New York.”

“What do you mean he’s not writing?” Zelda asked, a lump forming in her stomach. She had thought the novel would be half finished by now.

“I asked him to show me what he had, Zelda. There wasn’t even enough to fill two chapters, that is to say nothing of the quality. He needs to write, Zelda, and soon,” Max replied, before kissing her on the cheek and bidding her farewell.

She stood rooted to the spot, momentarily stunned by what Max had just said. All those weeks and he hadn’t even managed two chapters! All those hours she had spent on her own, in solitude, for what?

Feeling her anger rising, she stormed into Scott’s study where he was stuffing the few pages he had shown Max back into a locked drawer.

“So, Max wants to know where your second book is and I frankly wouldn’t mind knowing myself,” Zelda said, accusingly.

“Not now, Zelda, I’m not in the mood,” Scott growled at her.

“Yes, now, Scott. What have you been doing all this time? All those days and nights I spent on my own while you stayed in here. I thought you were writing, but clearly you weren’t! Were you just trying to avoid me?” she demanded to know.

“Oh for God’s sake, Zelda, grow up! I can’t pay you attention all the time. Writing isn’t an easy thing, you know!” he shot back, his hair flopping down over his forehead.

“Well, you haven’t been writing, so have you just been sitting in here drinking?” she asked and knew the answer was yes when she saw his face fall.

“You disgust me, Scott Fitzgerald,” she said, before turning on her heel and walking out in a hoof. He followed her out, as far as the doorway, but she grabbed Nathan and pulled him with her, announcing to the room, “We’re going to the beach, don’t disturb us!” knowing it would infuriate Scott.

They made up later that night and Scott was particularly amorous in love making; his anger and jealousy fuelling his desire for her. That was the way with them. Love and hate blurred together, creating a terrible monster.





Chapter Fourteen

And so, they began to fall into a new routine in Westport. Their cottage turned into an artistic colony, where the best of writers and playwrights and poets abandoned the city and travelled to the Fitzgerald abode on the weekends for guaranteed frivolity and intoxication.

They would begin with cocktails on a Friday evening followed by a dinner prepared by Tanaka. Then, they would drive the cars, drunkenly and hazardously, to the beach or the Rye Country Club, with more drinking, more antics. Playing croquet on lawns with the headlights of the cars illuminating the game or drunkenly swimming half-dressed and naked in the Sound. They gambled at the Miramar Club and listened to the big band headliners when they rolled into town. The weekends began to bleed into the weekdays and it was hard to tell when one party ended and another began.

Such was the case when the Sayres paid an unexpected visit. In the first weeks at the cottage, before Scott and Zelda simply replanted their New York party life to Connecticut, Zelda had called home to her parents in Montgomery and also to her sister Clothilde, who had been distant since Zelda’s wedding. She begged them all to come and visit and keep her company. Lonely and homesick, she had longed for some familiar companionship to pass the time.

Her heartfelt pleas had worked on her mother and to Zelda’s complete surprise, they arrived late one Tuesday afternoon, the Judge in a slightly less formal suit than the one he normally wore to demonstrate he was in holiday mode. Which, for the Judge, meant changing his suit while worrying about the work he was potentially missing at home. They had taken a taxi from the train station and the crunch of the tyres on the gravel road near the entrance to the house had startled Zelda enough from her hungover slumber on the couch that she opened her eyes and stood up to see who was arriving through their revolving door now. They widened when she saw her parents. “Oh my Lord,” she said quietly. “Scott, Scott!” she screamed, the other body that had lay on the couch asleep besides her, grumbling at her rising voice.

“My parents are here!” she yelled, searching the house for her husband, finally finding him slumped at their dining room table, an empty bottle beside him and an ashtray full of cigarettes. “Scott!” she said urgently, shaking his shoulder as the doorbell rang. “Wake up, my parents are here. We need to get everyone out!”

Raising his head and opening his red-rimmed eyes, he looked awful. “Your parents?” he asked incredulously. “Are here?”

“Yes, on our porch and I need to go greet them and you need to get everyone out of here! And get Tanaka to start cleaning the place, quick!” she commanded, making sure he stood on his feet and began moving towards some of the comatose people littered around their sitting room. The majority of people had returned to New York the day before, after a particularly heavy weekend of revelry. But there were a few who had stayed for another day and night of delight and debauchery. They had all simply passed out where they lay when the alcohol and exhaustion overtook their bodies.

“Mama, Daddy!” she cried, opening the door to her parents. “What a wonderful surprise!” she said, embracing Minnie before kissing the Judge on his cheek. “We weren’t expecting you, so forgive the mess of the house,” she said, before welcoming them in. As she greeted them, she had heard the quick scuffle of footsteps behind her. She wasn’t sure if it was due to Scott shepherding people out or because they heard her greeting her parents, but Zelda was grateful that as Minnie and the Judge walked into the cottage, nobody was passed out on the ground directly in front of them.

“It’s a lovely place you’ve got,” Minnie said kindly, although the place looked far from lovely in its current state. Zelda watched as the Judge’s eyes took in the empty bottles, overflowing ashtrays, the shirt that hung off the corner of a picture frame on the wall and its partnering tie that had been tied to the stair bannister.

Scott walked back into the hallway and with great dramatics announced, “The Sayres are here! What fun!” Zelda saw him as her father did; his shirt untucked and dirty, sploshed with whiskey stains. His hair was messy and uncombed and along with his bloodshot eyes, he had two-day-old stubble across his face.

He embraced Minnie warmly, kissing her on both cheeks and welcoming her to their ‘humble abode’. The Judge, he shook his hand, but barely looked at him.

“Why don’t I bring you upstairs and get you settled in your—” Zelda said, but she saw Scott’s head quickly shaking. Changing tack, she added, “actually, let me show you the beach first, it’s really beautiful,” dragging them both out towards the back door of the house. As she did so, she saw Scott make his way to the phone and dialling.

Just before she shut the door, she heard him say, “Tanaka, we’re going to need you in a bit early today…”

The rush of sea wind and the unobstructed sunshine helped wake Zelda up and breathe some life into her cheeks. As she walked along the sand, talking with her parents, she thought to herself how odd it was to see them both in such a setting. There were no beaches in Montgomery and certainly no holidays taken to one when Zelda was a child. She had to stifle a laugh as she watched the Judge get accustomed to walking in the sand.

“It’s easier if you take your shoes off, Daddy,” she said as she walked in her own bare feet.

“I’m quite alright as I am, thank you,” he said firmly and Zelda realised, she had never seen her father’s bare feet. They were either encased in shoes or, on rare occasions when he was sick, in cheque slippers.


“Isn’t it divine?” Zelda said, signalling out to the vast sea. “Beautiful,” Minnie agreed.



“It’s very nice,” the Judge agreed. “Do you plan to stay here for long?” he asked.

“Well, we signed a five-month lease, so we’re here until at least October!” Zelda replied cheerfully.

“And then?” the Judge asked, perplexed that the extent of her plans didn’t even stretch to 6 months.

“Well, I don’t know. Back to New York, I suppose. We’ll have to see how Scott’s book is coming along,” she said, truthfully.

“And how is his book coming along? Judging by the state of your home, he hasn’t been doing much writing over the last few days,” he said, with obvious disapproval.

“Oh, we just had a few friends who stayed too long, that’s all,” Zelda said, trying to shrug off the criticism. Truthfully, it was good that her father was asking her these questions when Scott wasn’t around.

They walked far along the beach, Zelda getting all the gossip from her mother about the people in Montgomery as her father took in the sea and the land, lost in a world of contemplation. Zelda wondered what it would be like to be able to still your mind like that, to be around people and yet be silent.

When she had judged that enough time had passed by the position of the sun in the sky, she suggested they go back and get settled in. “You can have a lie down before dinner, if you like. I know you must be tired from the journey,” Zelda offered, trying to be a gracious host.

To her relief, she had judged the time correctly and when they returned, Tanaka had worked a miracle over the house. It no longer smelled like a speakeasy and everything had been tidied away. There was a roast of some kind in the oven and the smell stirred a hunger pang in Zelda’s stomach.

“My goodness, did Scott do all this?” Minnie asked, with a hopeful surprise.

“Oh no,” Zelda replied, “he’s as hopeless as me when it comes to housework and normalcy. We employ a very nice Asian man called Tanaka who takes care of all that.”

“I hope Tanaka is well paid,” the Judge muttered under his breath to Minnie.

But while the house had undergone a minor facelift, Zelda was dismayed to see that Scott appeared to have deteriorated. He had managed to change his shirt, but it was clear his body hadn’t seen a shower and instead, he had proceeded to keep drinking in their absence.

Zelda temporarily distracted her parents by bringing them up to the guest room and telling them she was going to freshen up before dinner, which would be ready in about an hour. Then she went back downstairs and rounded on Scott. “What in blue blazes are you doing?” she asked him, as he sat languishing on the porch, drinking from the bottle and dribbling whiskey onto his shirt as he did so.

“I’m fortifying myself to deal with your parents,” he replied, without a jot of shame.

Zelda couldn’t believe it. She took the bottle away from him and began pouring its contents out over onto the grass. He protested but she raised a pointed finger at him. “For God’s sake, pull yourself together, Scott. If not for them, then for me! What they must think of us after stumbling into that mess this morning.”

“I don’t give a damn what your parents think,” he said, with all the dignity he could muster. “In fact, I think they’re extremely rude for arriving unannounced,” he added.

“They are my parents, Scott! They don’t need an invite,” she replied, tossing the empty bottle into the high grass.

“They most certainly do to my home!” he said, slurring.

She shook her head, she didn’t have the energy or inclination for a fight. “Dinner’s at six, try to sober up a little,” she said, before going back into the house.

He kept them waiting for fifteen minutes. Zelda and her parents seated at the table at the stroke of the hour, while Scott’s chair sat empty, accusingly staring at Zelda. “We should start without him, he’s probably still in the shower,” Zelda said, although she wasn’t quite sure where he was.

“Oh no, there’s no rush,” Minnie said, trying to smooth over Zelda’s obvious growing tension.

When he finally arrived, he was in an even worse state than Zelda had left him, his dirty shirt even more splattered with alcohol. “Sorry, sorry,” he said as he fell into his dining chair. “I had a sudden strike of inspiration and I had to write it down.”

Tanaka began to serve the first course of tomato salad, but Scott waved his dish away. “I’m not hungry, would you grab me a gin instead?” he asked him. Zelda felt her cheeks begin to blush and her father and mother shared a look between them.

“Scott, do you not think that maybe you’ve had enough?” Zelda asked pointedly.

“Not at all, dear girl,” he replied with faux joy, “I think we could probably all do with some gin!”

“You know my parents don’t drink,” she hissed across at him.

“Well, maybe they should,” Scott shot back. “Tanaka, gin for everyone!” he ordered and soon, there were glasses of gin beside everyone’s salad, where they would remain untouched.

The Judge was in the middle of telling them about a recent case when Scott interrupted and said, “So, what did you think of my book?”

“I haven’t read it,” the Judge replied, evenly, cutting into his salad leaves.

“Didn’t Zelda send you a copy?” Scott asked, knowing full well she had. Zelda squirmed in her seat.

“Yes, she did. But it’s not really the type of fiction I like to read, Scott.”

“Is that so? And why not?” he needled.

“Because the focus on the young and their petulant indulgences is not of great interest to me and should it ever become so, it is clear that I need look no further than to my youngest daughter’s life,” the Judge replied snappily.

Scott opened his mouth to voice a reply, but he gazed across at Zelda and judging by the look she was giving him, thought better of it. He was just about to leave the table when suddenly, he heard what sounded like running. Zelda did too. In fact, they all did, looking at each other around the table. Before any of them could say anything, two men burst into the dining room.

They were both naked, but one of them had managed to find a sheet from somewhere and had wrapped it around his waist to preserve his modesty. The other had a dinner plate to do that job for him, which he had clearly robbed from the kitchen on the way through because Tanaka had been in hot pursuit close behind him. But the three of them froze when they reached the dining room.

“Ahh, you have guests,” one of them said. Zelda did her best to try and place the men, but for the life of her she couldn’t.

While she sat there in horror, Scott seemed entirely bemused by the situation. “It appears we have more guests than we thought. Would you like to join us?”

“Scott!” Zelda hissed across the table.

“What?” he asked. “It would be impolite surely to send these fellows on their way without some sustenance. They are clearly our guests.”

Zelda pushed her salad, which she hadn’t even touched, in front of her and raising her elbows onto the table, covered her face with her hands. It took a lot for her to feel embarrassed but she did so now.

“Mr and Mrs Sayre,” Scott announced grandly as he unsteadily rose to his feet, “it seems we have more guests than we anticipated tonight and given that these fellows were wanted over, I can hardly throw them out without a meal. So I will depart from our dinner in order to take care of these guests and leave you in Zelda’s capable hands.” With that, he gave a theatrical bow, threw one arm around each of the gentlemen and walked away into the kitchen with them.

Even Tanaka was thrown by what to do in Scott’s departure. So much so, he simply stood there for a few moments until he regained his composure and cleaned away Scott’s glass and pushed his chair back into the table.

Zelda revealed her face once again, except now her cheeks glistened with tears. She was utterly humiliated; by their life, by her husband, by the clear demonstration to her parents of the disrespect Scott had for her family.

The Judge, who had managed to contain his anger thus far, could no longer do so. He stood up, throwing his napkin onto the table. “This is how you choose to live? With this man?” he asked, before storming out of the dining room and up to their bedroom. He paused briefly halfway up to yell, “Minnie!” before resuming up the rest of the stairs. Minnie rose, folding her napkin and placing it on her plate.

“Oh Mama,” Zelda said, wiping her tears away. “I’m so sorry.” Her mother came over to her and kissed the top of Zelda’s head, taking in her scent of cigarettes mixed with apple from her shampoo.

“For him, or for choosing him?” Minnie asked, before leaving the dining room and leaving Zelda alone with her thoughts.

Zelda went to their room, changed and got into bed, just wanting the horrid evening to be over. She could hear elevated voices from her parents’ room down the hall, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. She didn’t want to anyway. Zelda had thought it would be hard to get asleep after the evening’s events. Anger and adrenaline were running hard through her body. But exhaustion overtook her and she fell asleep.

It was the sound of smashing glass that woke her, in the dead of the night, followed by a cascade of laughter. She had no idea what time it was, but she knew it was late. She dragged herself out of bed and on the way down to the kitchen, where the noise was coming from, caught sight of a clock. It was after 2am.

She pushed open the swinging door to see Scott and the two men who had burst into dinner earlier, playing some game with ping pong balls (she had no idea where they had come from) and glasses of various spirits across the counter top. Broken glass lay on the ground, mixed with brandy.

“I think it’s time you went to bed, Scott,” Zelda announced.

“Oh go away,” he slurred to her, before shoving her hard back through the door she had just entered. She fell out back into the dining room and Zelda was surprised he had managed to push her so far when he didn’t even look like he could stand up straight he was so drunk. She gathered herself, squaring her shoulders before she began walking towards the door. She intended to lay right into him.

But just as she was reaching to push the door forward, it slammed back into her face, knocking her off her feet and sending her crashing to the floor. She tried grabbing onto a chair for support on the way down, but it was no use. The door had caught Zelda square in the face and completely knocked her off her feet. Scott suddenly appeared over her, staring open-mouthed. The kitchen behind him had gotten very quiet. But the stairs weren’t—Zelda could hear two sets of footsteps rushing down.

She wasn’t sure if the same glass that had woken her had disturbed her parents or if it was her fall that brought them running. But either way, the four of them were once again joined awkwardly together in the dining room.

“Baby!” her mother cried out as both her and the Judge helped Zelda to her feet.

“What did you do to her?” her father demanded to know, grabbing Scott by the cuff of his collar.

“It was an accident,” Zelda said, wiping away the trail of blood that ran down the side of her nose. The bridge of it was stinging with pain and she could already feel her eye swelling. She guessed she would have a bruise in a few hours.

Although he had not said anything else, Zelda noticed the Judge was still holding onto Scott. “Let him go, Daddy, it’s not his fault,” she said, not truly believing it herself.

Her father let him go, but not before he faced her and said, “This is all his fault,” and stormed upstairs, back to the guest room, again.

The three of them stood together for a moment. Scott reached out to Zelda, slurring ‘Darling Girl’ but she stepped away from his touch, grabbed Minnie’s hand and went back upstairs.





Chapter Fifteen

In the morning, her parents were gone. There was no knock on Zelda’s door before they left; no note left to explain their sudden departure. There was no need. Zelda knew they couldn’t stand to see anymore of Scott or her with him.

Scott never came to bed. He passed out on the couch at some point after she went upstairs. When Zelda made her way downstairs in the late morning, she found him comatose on the couch, gin bubbles on his lips. Thankfully, his drinking companions had finally departed.

She took her time walking the beach; allowing her feet to sink into the warm sand and feel the grains infiltrate the gaps between her toes. She splashed salt water onto her face and both grimaced and welcomed the pain she experienced when it made contact with her nose. She tipped her head back and prayed for a strong enough gust of wind to blow through her and make her feel clean and fresh again.

Zelda hoped her anger would have abated by the time she got back to the house. But the moment she saw Scott’s face, it rose fresh in her again.

“Zelda, I’m so sorry,” he began, but she raised her hand in front of him and closed her eyes.

“I don’t want to hear it,” she said, in her best school mistress voice.

“But, Zelda, I feel so awful about last night,” he continued, but she interrupted him before he could get any further.

“Last night was just the last straw!” she snapped.

“Last straw?” Scott asked, obviously confused.

“I’ve been miserable here, Scott! I’ve been patient while you wrote—which, it turns out you weren’t even doing—I get Tanaka to make nice meals and invite people down so the weekends could be fun and how do you repay me? You get drunk and fight with my father and give me a black eye!”

“Well, in my defence, I didn’t know they were going to be here and the door incident was an accident…” he started, but Zelda screamed ‘Stop!’ at him until they were surrounded by silence.

“I’m going to Montgomery tomorrow,” she announced, having just decided it on the spot. “I was happy to see my parents, even if you weren’t. You always treat my family terribly but they are my family and I want to see them.”

Having no more to say on the subject, Zelda flounced off to their bedroom with all the dramatic flair she could muster. She pushed open the windows, allowing fresh air to flood the room, before flopping down onto the bed amidst the tangled sheets. She listened out for Scott’s footsteps, wondering if he was going to follow her into the room and force a conversation. Zelda didn’t want to talk to him, but she still wanted him to try. But Scott didn’t come, and she lay there so long listening out for the creak of a floor board that she finally drifted off to sleep.

The pain in her head woke her in the early evening and she rose groggy, feeling like something had been repeatedly banging against her skull. She sat in front of the mirror and saw that an ugly bruise had flowered just under and around her eye socket. The cut on the bride of her nose was angry and red. She dabbed at the area with witch hazel and cursed the sting of it. Then she felt her stomach rumble. She had planned on staying in the room until she left for Montgomery tomorrow. But hunger was getting the better of her. She hadn’t eaten since last night, after all.

As Zelda descended the stairs and smelled something delicious from the kitchen, she marvelled—as she did after every party and disaster—at Tanaka’s homemaking skills. The place was spotless. Fresh flowers sat in a vase on the windowsill and as she heard the kitchen door open, the most enticing smell wafted out. She had just reached the bottom step when Scott ran into her.

“Ah, there you are. I was just about to fetch you for dinner,” he said breezily. His shirt was fresh and pressed and he no longer smelled like alcohol. His eyes were still a bit red, but apart from that, he was polished and clean.

“And what made you think I would want to have dinner with you?” she asked coolly as she made her way to the table and sat down.

“I didn’t,” Scott replied. “But I did think you would want to have dinner.” She didn’t give Scott an inch. But when Tanaka served her favourite pot roast, she tucked in eagerly. They ate their dinners in silence, Scott stealing glances at her across the table like a naughty child. She pretended not to notice.

It was after the food was gone and she began pushing herself out from the table that he finally spoke. “I’m sorry about yesterday,” Scott said, quietly. Zelda waited for the rest of the apology, but he said nothing more.

“That’s it? You’re just apologising for last night?” she asked. “What about everything else?”

“What everything else?” he asked, raising his hands in the air.

“Our wedding day, when you wouldn’t even wait for all my family to be there,” she began.

“Now hold on a minute, Zelda! You agreed to—”

“Or what about Gene Bankhead? Are you going to apologise for her?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

“Oh please, Scott! You think I don’t know that something happened? We were just married for god’s sake!”

“Coming from the woman who flirts with and kisses all my friends!”

“I flirt, nothing more!”

“Exactly, Zelda, you do nothing—you don’t have to write or be successful or do anything except be Zelda!”

“Well, you haven’t even been writing!”

On it went for the next few hours, the pair of them storming in and out of different rooms, hurling accusations and insults at each other until finally, Zelda sat on the floor of Scott’s office while he leaned against the bookcase, both of them spent.

Zelda raged at him about his inability to discipline himself to work during the week and have fun at the weekends and Scott cursed her tiresome demands of his attention and time when he was trying to write. They accused and mocked the other until finally, there was nothing left to say. Without another word, Zelda rose to her feet and went to their bedroom to sleep while Scott stayed in the guest room

*

She rose early the next morning, wanting to get a head start down to Alabama. She dressed quickly, threw her things in a suitcase and crept as quietly as she could down the stairs so she wouldn’t wake Scott. But she needn’t have bothered—he was sitting behind the wheel of the car as she walked towards it.

Before she could say anything, he announced, “I’m coming with you.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “You think my parents want to see you right now?”

“Absolutely not,” he replied, taking her suitcase from her and strapping it onto the back with his. “But I owe them an apology. Besides, you can’t read a map.”

“You’re not much better!” she shot back, pouting at the truth of his statement.

“I’m not much better but I am better,” he replied, with a wide grin, waiting beside the open door on the driver’s side for her response.

“Oh fine,” she relented, letting herself into the passenger side. “But only because I don’t feel like driving all the way.”

It took them two weeks to get to Montgomery. They got lost in every state they went through. The car fell apart every hundred miles and Scott nearly assaulted a man walking down the road on the first day of their travels when he announced to Zelda that he was quitting the booze for a while and to prove his point, tossed a very full gin bottle out of the moving car.

As they journeyed to the South, their relationship journeyed too. After speaking all their grudges and grievances, they began to slip back into their default position of Scott and Zelda against the world. There was minimal discussion of how to resolve the awful things they had spoken to each other. Scott didn’t admit or apologise to Zelda about Gene, even though she knew something had happened. And Zelda didn’t say she would stop being a distraction to his writing, even though she knew she didn’t exactly help him keep a routine. In fact, apart from Scott saying he would cut out drinking, they didn’t promise to change a single thing between them.

Instead, they careened towards Alabama in their broken car, with thoughts of a fresh start that neither one had agreed to. After one particular incident in a town where an innkeeper refused to house them due to the fact Zelda was wearing knickerbockers, they tore out of the town with a screech of tyres and manic laughter. By the time Zelda had cussed out the innkeeper and flashed him, they had forgotten all about their awful, honest fight at the summer house.

When they finally arrived in Montgomery, Zelda’s parents weren’t there. By the amount of newspapers piled up on the porch, they hadn’t been there since before they had gone to see Zelda and Scott. So instead, they visited old friends of Zelda’s and stayed at Katherine Haxton’s home for a bit and at the country club where they had first met.

Such was their affection with each other, nobody was left with any other impression than that their marriage was a happy and settled one. One morning, when Katherine heard Zelda asking where their shared toothbrush was—they didn’t see the point in having two—she said it was the sweetest thing she had ever heard. “Y’all are so perfect together,” she said, smiling.

“Yes,” Zelda replied, all marital strife and difficulty forgot, “we are.”





Chapter Sixteen

Tensions were further soothed upon their return to Westport and Scott’s encouragement of Zelda to go into the city more often. Knowing he had to knuckle down and get words on a page to Max immediately, Scott not only instructed Zelda to go to New York, he breathed a sigh of relief when she did so, allowing him to write in peace.

On the excursions, Zelda met up with Ludlow and Lawton and Alex. She went to lunch with friends, visited exhibitions or took in a show at the theatre. She didn’t see Nathan as much; there was a happy ease about her and Scott’s life at the moment. She didn’t want to rupture that unnecessarily. But that wasn’t to say Zelda avoided men. She fed off their attentions and attractions. Admiration had always fuelled her, spurning her thoughts into witty and clever observations and causing her body to move with feline grace. She came alive, like a flower blooming under the heat of the sun, attracting all to her.

And although Scott was relieved at her absence and the work he got done as a result, he was always wary of what she was up to on those trips to the city without him. He would quiz Zelda on her whereabouts and when she didn’t answer with enough detail to satisfy him, he would become agitated and ring his friends to see if they knew what she had been up to. Zelda watched these behaviours with both exasperation and bemusement and at times, encouraging his paranoia. One night over dinner at the Westport house, she said innocently, “I really don’t see why it’s considered unfaithful to have relations with another man. I mean, sex doesn’t denote intimacy.” Scott’s face fell so far she thought it would drop into his soup.

She couldn’t help herself; Zelda liked to tease and taunt. She still wasn’t entirely happy that Scott paid so much attention to the book at her expense; she couldn’t understand why he couldn’t do both. Zelda thought it good to remind him how desirable she was and suggest to him what she might do with that desirability. So although the house in Westport did indeed become damp as summer turned to fall and Tanaka lit both fires in a futile bid to keep the house warm, Zelda suspected that it was more than creature comforts that made Scott suggest they move back to New York, together.

They took up residence at a lovely brownstone on 38 West 59th Street, conveniently located just across from The Plaza Hotel. Zelda organised for the hotel to deliver their meals to them. They stayed until spring, then moved a few blocks east to a bigger rental. As Scott finished the work on his new book, Zelda kept herself busy with McKaig, attending cocktail parties at John Cole’s, tea at the Biltmore and going to any theatre show she wanted to see. Once Scott finished the book, she thought, they could pick up their New York lives where they had left them before they went to Newport. Their lives would return to normal.

*

On Valentine’s Day, Zelda realised her period was late.

She lay in bed long after Scott rose to write, running her hands over her pancake flat stomach, tracing the curve from her hip into her pelvis. Her period has been late before, of course. She couldn’t forget that time in Montgomery, before they were married, when fear and terror had gripped her in a vice until finally, her monthly arrived, causing her to laugh at her silly panic.

But it was later this time, much later. In the hustle of their new lives, she hadn’t been tracking the weeks so well. It was sometime before Christmas when she last felt the cramps across her stomach, her breasts tired and aching.

She slipped out before lunch, Scott too distracted to ask many questions about where she was off to. She simply told him she had an errand to run. She had made an appointment to see a doctor using the phone in their bedroom to place the call. She hadn’t been to see a doctor since she arrived in New York, so she had the concierge recommend one.

It didn’t take long for the doctor to confirm her suspicions. A bit of urine, a short examination of her belly and the next thing she heard was “Congratulations, Mrs Fitzgerald, you’re pregnant.” He immediately began advising her on what to do; foods that she should eat (plenty of eggs for the baby, he said), activities to avoid and recommendations of gynaecologists for her to see. She sat there, running the word ‘pregnant’ over in her mind as she ran her hand over the part of her body that now housed a life.

She walked around in a daze for a while after the appointment, trying to figure out how she felt. The exact same fear didn’t grip her as it had in Alabama. Mainly because she was married now, so there was no disgrace about her state. In fact, many would welcome it—Mama and Clothilde, for instance, who had both been politely (and not so politely) asking her when she intended to start a family. But would Scott welcome it?

They had never really talked about children, specifically. It was a given that they would have some, at some point. But the when and where of those plans had never been discussed. When they spoke about their future, it usually centred on Scott’s book or what party they planned on attending that weekend.

Zelda wasn’t sure how she felt about it either. At times, she still felt like a child herself. She loved her new life, for the most part. It was full of glamour and excitement, a million miles from Montgomery. It was cocktails and fascinating people and bright lights and unstoppable lives. But sometimes, she felt out of her depth. New York was wonderful, but it never felt like home. It was a stopover you made on the way to settling somewhere else. Zelda had always thought she would have a child at some point. But she had thought their lives would be a bit less chaotic when it happened.

She returned to the hotel room, trying to figure out how she was going to tell Scott. He jumped up when he saw her return. “Aha! There you are. You left so quickly this morning, I didn’t have time to give you this,” he said, holding a red envelope aloft triumphantly. Her name was scrawled across it in Scott’s hand.

She opened it up and there on the front was a watercolour of a bouquet of flowers with ‘Will you be my Valentine?’ drawn underneath. She looked up at her husband. “Scott, I’m pregnant,” she said apprehensively.

He seemed stunned as if he were trying to work out how this happened, despite the fact that the frequency of their lovemaking hadn’t diminished nearly a year into their marriage. “Pregnant? By God, Zelda, I wasn’t expecting that. How did that happen?” he asked, sinking into the couch beside them.

“Do you really need me to paint you a picture?” she deadpanned.

“Well, no, I mean, weren’t you taking precautions?” he asked. He was referring to the douche she had been using since the beginning of their marriage.

“Yes, but it’s not guaranteed to stop me from getting pregnant,” she explained. Scott, like most men, didn’t want to know the ins and outs of ‘women’s things’. Pregnancy and associated issues were for Zelda to worry and Scott to be oblivious about. “Aren’t you happy?” she couldn’t help but ask. “Don’t you want a baby?” she queried as she sat on the couch beside him.

“Of course, I do,” Scott said, grabbing both of her hands and cradling them in his. “I just, didn’t expect it to happen so soon. How far along are you?” he asked.

“The doctor thinks around 6 weeks, but the gynaecologist will know better. I’ve to make an appointment to see one in the next two weeks,” she told him, butterflies running rampant in her stomach. She wasn’t sure how Scott was taking the news and it was making her nervous. But then, he reached out and placed his hand across her still flat stomach as if he expected to feel the very life they had created radiating out through her skin.

“Baby Fitzgerald,” he said tenderly, looking up to Zelda with tears in his eyes.

Zelda broke into a wide smile, reaching over and embracing him. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Goofo,” she said.





Chapter Seventeen

Zelda told Scott soon after that she wanted to go home to Montgomery. “Whatever for?” Scott asked incredulous.

“To see my parents, of course,” Zelda replied, surprised by Scott’s lack of feeling. “I’m not telling Mama over the phone that I’m pregnant! Besides, it’ll be nice to go back and see the old haunts again,” Zelda said happily, wrapping her arms around Scott’s shoulders as he scribbled notes for a new short story.

Zelda left a few days later, with a promise from Scott that he would follow her down once he had sorted out some work to keep them going for the next few months. She wanted to protest, but she knew they needed the money. She also knew he wouldn’t exactly be living like a monk while she was gone. She was grateful that the Bankheads were out of town for the next while. As she boarded the train at Penn station, Zelda couldn’t help but think how much her life had changed since she arrived from Montgomery. Zelda thought of how much younger she was then, not in age, but in smarts. How little she knew about the world. Now, she was returning home—the wife of a successful author; a jazz baby, with her own baby in her belly.

She slept for most of the journey, drifting in and out of hazy dreams of her with a baby in her arms, Scott beside her and alphabet letters falling from the sky all around them. She woke to the afternoon sunshine spilling across her cheeks and that undeniable fragrance wafting in from the open carriage window that told her she was home.

She had telegraphed ahead to say she was coming back and she had some news so Minnie met her at the station, with dozens of hugs and declarations of love and gratitude. “You’re as thin as a whip!” she admonished Zelda as they made their way home. Zelda smiled at her secret, knowing her waistline would be expanding before too long and felt a slight creep of dread at the thought.

“What time will Daddy be home?” she asked Minnie as they arrived home and quickly settled Zelda’s bags into her bedroom. It had hardly changed. The addition of Minnie’s sewing machine and the absence of her rocking chair were the only signs that Zelda had left. It was strange to be back in her old room, knowing she would be laying her head down on her bed once again. But now, as a married woman, pregnant with child. That’s the funny thing about coming home, Zelda thought, everything stays the same, except for you.

“Oh he’s not going to be late. I told him dinner was at 6:00 pm and he better be on time,” Minnie said, with unusual firmness.

The Judge managed to get through the first course before coming out with what was on his mind. “So, Zelda. What’s this news you have? Are we to expect the first Sayre divorce?” he asked with surprising calm as if he had resigned himself to the fact.

“Anthony!” Minnie barked, her annoyance clear. They had obviously discussed this before Zelda arrived.

“You think I’m here to tell you Scott and I are getting divorced?” Zelda asked, insulted.

“It seemed a possibility, judging by the state of your marriage the last time we saw you two,” he replied, just about managing to conceal his anger at the memory.

Zelda felt her cheeks flush as she recalled the disastrous visit that had left them with that impression. “Actually,” she said haughtily as she smoothed her napkin on her lap, “I’m pregnant. Scott and I are going to have a baby.”

Minnie whooped and immediately got up to embrace Zelda. “My baby’s having a baby!” she squealed, with obvious delight.

The Judge remained where he sat. “Congratulations,” he said without any hint of emotion.

“Well, you could sound happy about it,” Zelda replied coldly. Minnie’s giddy delight only heightened the contrast to the Judge’s cool demeanour, rankling her. She had thought this news would please him; she was finally doing something expected by convention.

“I will be happy when I know that you and Scott have a plan,” he replied.

“We have a plan,” Zelda shot back, before she could help herself.

“You do?” he replied, with incredulity. “So are you moving back to Montgomery? Is that why you’re here? Or do you plan on raising the child in New York? Does Scott have another book written to support you all? Or will you continue to live week to week as you have been doing? Do you have a home? Somewhere suitable for a newborn? Those bacchanal parties you both enjoy so much will have to stop once there’s a child in the house. So tell me, Zelda, do you have all these things planned?”

Her face was flush with anger and she could feel the tears stinging at her eyes. She refused to let the Judge see her cry. “Excuse me, Mama,” she said, pushing herself from the table. “I’m afraid I’ve lost my appetite.”

She heard her parents exchanging angry words not long after. “Did you have to start with her straight away?” Minnie asked the Judge, her annoyance clear.

“Minerva, I do not intend to indulge her in the fantasy which she appears to live in,” he replied.

“I worry about her too,” Minnie shot back, “but that was not the moment for us to air our concerns.”

“There is never a moment for us to air our concerns,” the Judge said more softly to his wife. “Zelda has made it quite clear she doesn’t value our input into her life.”


“Then why did she come home?” Minnie asked stubbornly. After a pause, the Judge replied, “I have no idea.”



Zelda, standing pressed against the door, thought the same thing.

*

Scott arrived a few weeks later. Although no more angry words had been spoken, things had been tense in the Sayre house since that first night. In her phone calls with Scott, Zelda had failed to tell him about the Judge’s criticisms the night of her arrival. She feared he would never come to Montgomery if he knew.

To her delight, Zelda had been asked to perform at the Les Mysterieuses ball while in Montgomery. The ball took place in the spring each year, marking the end of Mardi Gras and the beginning of Lent, as she explained to Scott. “And if that isn’t a euphemism for pregnancy, I don’t know what is!” she added.

The Judge was dead set against the idea, thinking it improper for a woman in ‘Zelda’s condition’ to be performing on stage. But no longer needing permission from her father, Zelda simply ignored him and his disapproval. She made sure Scott was in the audience when it came to the performance, telling him she had a special treat for him.

With red flowers in her hair and a hula costume with a short grass skirt, Zelda made her way onto the stage with the other girls, her masked face blending into the chorus. But her uniformity didn’t last for long. As she concentrated on her moves, she couldn’t help but notice a murmur rumble through the audience. She jutted her hip out provocatively again and was pleased when the murmur rolled once more. With the sass of a showgirl, she danced as sensuously as she could, wanting to ensure that all eyes were on her. It was what she lived for.

Finally, just as the performance was about to end, she lifted her grass skirt above her waist and wiggled her hips in time to the last beat. Risking a glance over her shoulder, she saw Scott hooting with laughter in the back of the hall, clapping his hands. For one brief moment, it was only the Fitzgeralds in the room; once again, mocking all those around them who were so inferior, so dull, compared to them.





Chapter Eighteen

By April, they had returned to New York.

While Zelda was bored by the dullness of the South, it was clear from the moment Scott arrived that he had no desire to be in Montgomery or near her family. She had tried lifting his mood by taking him on visits to the old Confederate graveyard that they had both loved so much, walking them back through the steps of their courtship as if to somehow relive it. But it was no use. The only thing that brought any real joy to Scott’s mood was when she suggested they return to New York.

Zelda had expected the city to be a tonic after the sedate days in Montgomery. But as they settled back into 38 West 59th Street, Zelda felt a sense of drudgery and panic about returning to their New York life. The anxiety about her impending pregnancy which had begun on the train in Montgomery had followed her all the way to New York. The Judge’s words rang around in her head, a voice repeatedly asking her what the plan was. But she didn’t want a plan—it was the very reason she had left Montgomery. Her and Scott, they made it up as they went along, searching for the next adventure. She didn’t want that to change. She didn’t want her life to change just because she was pregnant. Zelda resented the idea that it would, the notion that it had to.

“Scott, are you bored?” she asked, standing in their apartment as her husband loosened his tie and shrugged off his jacket, the effort of bringing their luggage in having caused him to sweat profusely.

“Bored?” he replied, breathlessly. “My word of choice for my current state would be ‘perspiring’.”

“Don’t you think New York has become… dull?” she offered, sitting herself on their windowsill, looking out at the streets that once gave her such excitement below.

Scott pondered for a moment. “I suppose we have conquered it a bit,” he conceded. “Why, what are you suggesting?” he asked. In the distance, she could make out the glitter of the Hudson River and beyond that, the Statue of Liberty, the first sight for anyone coming to America on a boat.

She turned to Scott, a smile spread across her face. “Europe,” she said.

*

They left New York on May 3rd, aboard the Aquitania—their first international adventure. The whip of salt air across her cheeks and through her hair had Zelda feeling more invigorated. Their friends had been surprised at their sudden departure; poor Alex looked like a lost puppy when Zelda told him they would be gone until July. She was glad at their despondency; it was always good for people to miss you.

A giddiness infected them both as they took to the seas. They cavorted to all hours, Zelda’s pregnancy hindering them not a jot, even if she did slow down her drinking. After six days, they arrived in England and made their way to London.

They dined with St John Ervines and Lennox Robinson and attended Tallulah’s play and drank with her and the cast afterwards. Zelda was delighted to see that Scott barely paid any attention to Gene Bankhead, instead lavishing kisses on Zelda and whispering in her ear how marvellous she looked, that pregnancy was giving her a glow. Tallulah introduced them to the Marchioness of Milford Haven and they had lunch with Lady Randolph Churchill, after which Zelda told Scott, “She must’ve passed down all her interestingness to her children,” so dull was the affair. In fact, the only part of it that stuck in Zelda’s memory was the size of the strawberries they ate. They drank with the British Polo Team and asked random people on the street where this London fog was they had heard so much about.

For Zelda, the highlight of the trip came the night they walked in the footsteps of Jack the Ripper. Shane Leslie, a fellow Scribner’s author and cousin of Winston Churchill, brought them on a night walk through the London Docklands. As they moved between Stepney and Limehouse, the famous fog finally began to roll in off the Thames, coating all around them in an eerie cape. Zelda, dressed comfortably and warm in men’s clothing, delighted in the tales Leslie told them as they made their way through the slums where Jack the Ripper had stalked and murdered his victims, on foggy London nights, just like this one. The air was damp and heavy and the coloured lights of the shipyard blurred under the cover, dancing in Zelda’s eyes.

They visited Oxford and both decided it was far grander than Princeton and that should they have a son, they should seriously consider sending him there for his education. They toured Eton, making fun of the accents of the toffs around them and took photos of themselves in their finery at Windsor.

Zelda revelled in it all, enjoying the attention being paid to them. The anxiety which had weighed upon her when they returned to New York had stayed in the US. Once again, she felt light and gay and free as they ran around London like children, open to all that lay before them.

When she had told Tallulah she was pregnant, her old friend had replied, “I’m so sorry, my poor child,” and Zelda couldn’t help but laugh.

“Don’t be sorry, it’s wonderful news. We’ll have another Fitzgerald to add to the tale,” she said confidently.

“Won’t it change things, darling?” Tallulah asked, drawing heavily on the cigarette in her holder. “Children are an awful inconvenience.”

“Ours won’t be,” Zelda said firmly. “Nothing has to change.”

“Except for your dress size,” Tallulah added, drolly and that was as much talk as they gave to Zelda’s condition.

On May 20, they sailed across the English Channel, the beauty of the Cliffs of Dover causing Zelda’s breath to catch in her throat. They saw the Folies Bergère and took a day trip to Versailles and continued their tradition of causing havoc in the hotels they stayed in. This time, Zelda used Scott’s belts to keep the elevator cage on their floor so she wouldn’t have to wait for it. Scott joked that their trip to Versailles had gone to her head. They travelled south to Italy and took in Venice and Rome, neither Fitzgerald finding themselves particularly fond of Italy. It was too hot, too full of cars and the Italians were uncouth and irritating. Zelda was disappointed; they had both been hoping that it might be the place for them to settle for the birth of their child. Both Scott and Zelda had been telling everyone they were looking for somewhere as romantic and mysterious as the two of them to bring their child into the world. But so far, nowhere had measured up. They returned to Paris early after finding themselves disillusioned with the Italians and discovering that Edna and Bunny were in town.

“What’s Bunny doing here?” Zelda asked as she ran herself a bath in their new home, for the moment, the Hotel St James et d’Albany. “I thought Edna had him on the outs.”

“She does,” Scott called back from their bedroom, where he had flung himself across the bed. “But he’s hoping to woo her back, I believe.”

“And he’s crossed the ocean to do it?” Zelda replied. “That’s pretty romantic. Would you do that for me?” she playfully yelled out to Scott.

He appeared in the doorway, just as she lowered herself into the bath. “I’d never have let you go in the first place, my darling,” he said with a smile.

“What if I ran away,” Zelda replied petulantly, sticking her bottom lip out.

“Then I would roam the globe until the end of my days, on a never-ending quest to have you once again,” he cried, before jumping into the bath, fully dressed, sending soapy bathwater everywhere.

*

They tracked down Edna easily enough, who was over on an assignment for Vanity Fair. They met her for drinks one of the evenings. “I’ve finished things with Edmond,” she said, calmly, inhaling on her cigarette. “I’m seeing someone new.” And that was as much as they got from her.

“She’s such a funny fish,” Scott remarked later that night as the two of them settled in for an early night, for once. “Edmond is mad about her and he’s a great man. What more could she want,” he said.

“So much more,” Zelda replied, drily.

As her pregnancy progressed, Zelda began to feel tired and heavy. Her stomach kept expanding and she didn’t like it, fearing that this baby would forever ruin her figure. Scott didn’t exactly ease her concerns on that front; whenever she commented on her increasing size, he would mainly stay silent. They once again returned to London, hoping to recapture the enthusiasm that had so filled them at the beginning of their trip. Only when they had crossed the channel did Wilson realise they had been in Paris and telegraphed, urging them to return to the City of Lights. But the Fitzgeralds had tired of their European adventure. Zelda was suffering from a bout of morning sickness that left her wan and listless and Scott had developed a particular detest for ‘the damn continent of Europe’ as he termed it. In their small, sad room at Claridge’s, Zelda and Scott decided it was time to return to not only the US, but to Montgomery. “Maybe the baby will end up talking like me,” Zelda said as they boarded the S.S Celtic in Liverpool for their return voyage to New York.

“We won’t be in Alabama long enough for that,” Scott replied moodily.





Chapter Nineteen

As would become the norm when she had been away for a while, Zelda was happy to return home. The South always held a comforting charm for her. When she was away, it would form in her mind’s eyes; a picturesque place of lazy lunches and warm days, whitewashed porches blooming with gardenias. She would forget the boredom and sedateness that caused her to feel restlessness that made her skin itch. The memory of Montgomery was as sweet as molasses.

Zelda was tired. Her body was no longer her own and she wanted to rest for a while. Lazy lunches and sedate soirées sounded divine to her. They once again lived with the Sayres, Zelda deciding that it made sense for them to stay there until they found somewhere they wanted to settle. Scott, who hadn’t been too hot on the idea to begin with, wanted to head for the nearest hotel when he heard that Judge Sayre was enforcing prohibition to the fullest of extent of the law in his court and at home.

“It’s ridiculous!” Scott grumbled later that night after a stiff dinner with her parents. “What harm is there in a cocktail before dinner and a smither of something during?”

“Well, I don’t think he has much faith that you would stop at a smither, Goofo,” she replied as she settled herself into bed. She felt as big as a house now, her stomach was a mountain in front of her and it had been some weeks since she last saw her toes or ankles. She didn’t mind the Judge’s enforcement of the law, she hadn’t been drinking much the last while anyway. Pregnancy had changed her taste buds as well as her body. She had been craving peach preserve for so long since she had come home, she ate a whole jar in one sitting when she finally arrived, much to Annie’s amusement.

They settled into a routine, even if it was a disgruntled one for Scott. Zelda found delight in visiting her old haunts and soaking up her Southern heritage. It felt good to catch up with old friends—bragging to them about how well she had done and how exotic her life was compared to theirs. She didn’t mean to be cruel. Zelda had just never found a spotlight she didn’t want to stand in. Besides, the more she talked about how perfect her life was, how enjoyable their galavanting and late nights and intoxicated actions were, how in sync her and Scott were all the time, the more she could gloss over the cracks. If Zelda said it loud enough and for long enough, like an incantation, it would be true.

Scott filled his days accompanying her as she visited places around town or had lunch with old friends and writing when he wasn’t. The work he had managed to commit to paper during their summer in Long Island—no more than a handful of chapters and not great quality ones at that—was no second book. With a baby on the way, he knew that they needed a flush of cash in their near future. So now that they were back on US soil, he set to work, drawing and shaping characters in his mind as if he were painting the portrait of a model in front of him. As August rolled on, a heat wave swept Montgomery and even Zelda, who had grown up with such things, found the intensity of this one hard to bear in her new condition. Scott, the poor soul, who had Minnesota snow and North Atlantic winds running through his blood wasn’t able to cope at all. He complained from morning to night about the heaviness of the air, the inability to breath, how he had to bathe and change three times a day in order to try and keep himself clean and that it was madness that anyone had decided to settle people in what felt like a swamp to him. At the beginning, Zelda laughed at his complaints, but his moodiness and irritability began to grate on her too. The Alabama sun flared all kinds of things.

She decided to go to the local swimming pool one day, when the mercury was near bubbling in the thermometer on the Sayre porch. She stopped along the way to buy a large bathing costume to cover her advanced frame and ignored the raised eyebrows from the girl behind the counter as she made her purchase. It was too damn hot to care.

As she made her way out of the changing rooms at the municipal swimming pool, a hush seemed to descend as the people around took her in. It was clear she was heavily pregnant, much to the apparent disgust of the people around the pool. Zelda ignored them. She had never believed there was anything shameful about the body and couldn’t fathom why it was a sin to show it off. When she was younger, during a heated discussion with the Judge, she had said that if God made her, then surely he had designed her body—and would want her to show off her God-given charms. He had nearly got the switch until Minnie intervened.

She believed it then and believed it now. Diving head first into the cool, soft water, she felt the first flush of relief she had experienced in days. Her heavy body once felt light and the gentle cool water calmed her scorched skin. She languished about, doing backstrokes and breaststrokes as she heard her name whispered among the crowds and one woman, in great distress, hustled herself and her children away. Zelda stuck out her tongue at her as she walked by.

She was just beginning to feel relaxed and cooled, her eyes closed, allowing the water to lap around her shoulders as she floated in the pool, when she felt a shadow cross her. Opening her eyes, she saw a pool attendant standing over her.

“Miss, I’m afraid I’m going to need to ask you to leave,” the young boy stammered nervously.

Zelda brought herself to her feet in the pool raising her right hand to cover her eyes from the sun.

“Leave? Why?” she asked annoyed.

“There’s been complaints from the other patrons, Miss,” he replied. “Given your condition.”

“So you’re kicking me out?” she asked, her irritation rising.

“I’m asking you to leave,” he replied, his nerves growing in the face of Zelda’s obvious anger.

“It’s the same goddamn thing!” she yelled as she pulled herself from the pool, enraged at the pettiness of the act.

She walked back to the changing rooms, dripping water everywhere and her head held high. One woman stared at her, shaking her head and tutting. Zelda was enraged. She meandered home and convinced Scott to go out for ice cream with her while she told him what had happened. He found a great deal of amusement in the whole incident and by the time the last of their desserts were melting in their bowls, Zelda had cooled down and cast the incident off as a minor disturbance.

Except this was Montgomery and no scandal is ever minor. By the time Scott and Zelda had returned from the soda shoppe, Katharine was on the other end of the phone for her. “Is it true?” she asked Zelda.

“You’re going to need to be a bit more specific, Katharine. Are we talking animal or mineral?”

“You, Zelda. Did you really go swimming in the pool?”

“Yes, I did,” Zelda said defiantly. “How do you know?”

“Everyone knows! It’s spread like wildfire across the town. My Lord, Zelda. You’re only back and you’re causing a scandal!”

“That’s only because this damn town is so easily scandalised,” she said huffily, slamming the phone down. News was travelling fast. Which meant there was a good chance the Judge would hear about it soon, if he didn’t already know.

“What was that about?” Scott asked, seeing Zelda’s grumpy face.

“It’s about this damn backwater being outraged that I went swimming today,” she said, irritated. It didn’t help that Scott began to laugh.

“Really? That’s the latest scandal of Montgomery?” he asked, with mirth.

“Nowhere evolves more slowly than the South,” Zelda said, sitting down in a hugh. “I swear to God, living in Montgomery is like living in a bell jar; your movements are observed and dissected.”

“And yet, this is where you wanted our child born. In this damn heat and among these damn people,” Scott said, a river of smug satisfaction running through his voice. Too bothered to think of an answer, Zelda simply threw a cushion at him.

Just then, Minnie entered the room. “Zelda, I’m just back from bridge. What’s this I hear about you down at the pool today?”





Chapter Twenty

They left Montgomery soon after. Scott was tired of the heat and lack of alcohol and Zelda was disillusioned with her plan to give birth in her hometown. All the things that had drawn her back—the closeness of everyone, the cosy sedate pace—were the very things that always caused her to run away.

So they decided to head to Minnesota, where Scott was from. It was the first time Scott had been home since they married—and the first time Zelda was meeting his family. She wasn’t quite sure what she expected of Edward and Mollie Fitzgerald. When Scott spoke about his life before they met, it mainly focused on his writing or performing in theatres or something to do exclusively with him.

As they journeyed over state lines, Zelda realised she knew hardly anything about her in-laws. “How come you never talk about your mama and daddy?” she asked him, startling from the chapter he had been revising.

“My parents?” he asked, gathering his thoughts. “Not much to say about them. They’re solid mid-western folk.”

“But Minnesota isn’t really in the Midwest?” Zelda pointed out.

“Oh you know what I mean. They’re steady. Same routine for the last 15 years. My father never amounted to anything and my mother didn’t push him hard enough to try,” he said, with sudden venom in his face. Zelda didn’t press the subject further. Mollie Fitzgerald was an unremarkable, badly dressed woman and Edward was a friendly man with a soft face. He welcomed them into his home and spoke kindly. But to Zelda, he seemed like someone from a bygone time. He spoke about religion and routine and seemed confused by the vagabond existence they had been living. They shared tea and nibbled on cakes and while the whole thing wasn’t as painful as Scott’s interactions with the Judge, Zelda couldn’t help but feel ill at ease in the company of Scott’s parents and his sister, Annabel. It’s not that there was anything particularly wrong with them—she just didn’t have anything in common with them.

Thankfully, they didn’t have to take up Scott’s parents on their offer to house them. They found a place on White Bear Lake in Dellwood and found company in the Kalmans. Sandra—nicknamed Sandy—had married Oscar a few years previous, despite the fact he was a divorcee. Zelda immediately liked the fact that Sandy clearly didn’t give a damn about convention and the two became fast friends.

Life quickly settled into a circuit of clubs; the White Bear Yacht, the University, Town and Country and Minnesota. Zelda howled when she caused outrage by smoking publicly and was amused to discover that, in many ways, Scott’s hometown was just as reserved as hers. But unlike in Montgomery, Zelda didn’t care about shaming anyone but themselves; and the Fitzgeralds couldn’t be shamed.

Zelda spent most days with Sandy, golfing and swimming (which she was able to do without being asked to leave anywhere), watching the sailboats on the lake and relishing in the first female friend she’d had since she left Montgomery. Sandra was the best of both worlds; she had the laissez faire attitude to social convention of a New Yorker along with the down to earth charm of a Southerner. Zelda was grateful for her friendship and her support as her pregnancy drew to a close and she realised how unprepared she was.

It was Sandy who helped her buy a bassinet and a baby bed.

“I’ve no idea what I’m looking for,” Zelda told her as they strolled St Paul’s shopping district. “If it was up to me, the poor lamb would be wrapped in my mink coat and put in the bathtub.”

Scott was busy revising his new book, which he was currently calling Flight of The Rocket, but Zelda wasn’t convinced of the name. He worked all day in an office he had rented downtown and often, Zelda only saw him in the evenings. Had she not been pregnant, the pace of their new life would have been too sedate for Zelda. St Paul had its charms and thankfully, they made the most of the clubs and the little literary scene that was there—hanging out with Joseph Hergesheimer and Grace Warner, along with the Kalmans—but it wasn’t the same as the life they had led in New York. Zelda conveniently forgot that had been the one to make them leave New York.

Life in St Paul didn’t diminish her desire to shock and provoke at every opportunity. Zelda continued her tradition of giving a running commentary of whatever movie they were seeing, often talking aloud of the beauty of the starlet on screen. On one such occasion, they were out with the Kalmans, watching a film with Gilda Gray in it. Zelda, who had been disturbing and irritating the couple sitting in front of them with her observations on characters and clothing, finally sent them fleeing from the theatre in outrage when she commented, “I think Gilda Gray is the most beautiful girl in the world, don’t you? If I were a man, I’d give a year of my life to live with her for a week.”

She still delighted in shocking young men, despite being heavily pregnant, and would often dance with them at the clubs and then whisper softly as they held her close, “My hips are going wild; you don’t mind, do you?” much to Scott’s delight and Sandy’s laughter. Zelda found it a source of pride that despite her advancing state, she could still make men nervous in her company.

But as the weeks of September rolled by, Zelda began to feel more and more wretched. “I’m as big as a whale!” she complained to Scott one morning as she tried to find some comfortable clothing to wear.

“Yes, you are,” he agreed, rather unhelpfully. “But you’ll have your figure back before you know it.”

Zelda felt tears fill her eyes. She wasn’t so sure about that. She was worried that pregnancy had forever altered her. The lean, hard body that she had once been so proud of and would show off to people as much as she could was no longer there. Her dancer’s body that moved with grace and lightness had now blown up into that of a blimp. She couldn’t move anywhere gracefully. She didn’t even know if Scott found her attractive anymore. His words and actions certainly weren’t doing anything to ease her fears.

Thankfully, they had secured somewhere to live with the help of Sandy. They left the house on White Bear Lake and moved into The Commodore Hotel in order to wait out the birth. Zelda worried about where they would go once the baby was born; their hotel room was far too small for three of them. “The baby will have a drawer for a cot!” Zelda joked. But a solution was reached when the Kalmans organised for them to lease a Victorian house on 626 Goodrich Avenue. The home actually belonged to Sandra’s parents who were on an extended vacation abroad. Zelda and Sandra spent their days getting the house ready and fashioning a nursery out of one of the guestrooms for the soon to arrive Baby Fitzgerald.

In the days before the birth, Zelda was afraid. There were many unknowns she had jumped into over her 21 years; marriage to Scott, their life in New York, the parties and pitfalls, fountains and fortune. She had embraced them all without once looking back or with a modicum of fear. But this great, unknown motherhood left her feeling cold.

It had never been something that greatly called to her, truth be told. She accepted it as something that had to be endured. As a teenage girl in Alabama, sitting around with the other belles, discussing beaux and balls, the topic of children would naturally arise. Some had it all planned out—the year of the first conception, the gaps in age along the way between siblings, the hospital they would be born at and the schools they would attend. Zelda had observed these peers of hers, the very definition of femininity and womanhood, in the same manner one viewed an animal at the zoo. She could see and hear them, but she could not connect with them.

Sure, Zelda wanted marriage. She wanted love, she wanted a man to provide for her—and she knew in return, there were things that were expected of her. She must run a home, provide support of his ambitions, comfort in times of doubt—and children. And while she could hire a cook to make their meals and a maid to clean up their slovenliness, childbirth was one of the few wifely tasks she could not pass along to someone else.

Zelda had been rather surprised at Scott’s desire to have children, expressed drunkenly, as most of his deep truths were, nearly a year ago. But she had underestimated his ego, the instinct and narcissism that ran through his blood. Scott wanted what every man wanted—immortality. And along with books, what was more immortal than a child? A living, breathing, flesh and blood creation—a son sired, to carry on the family name.

Scott hoped for a son, Zelda knew he did. Didn’t they all? she thought ruefully as she shifted herself on the chaise lounge, the only bit of furniture that gave her comfort these days.

As the final days of her pregnancy closed, Zelda stayed mainly indoors. She read and tried to sleep and Sandy, who would visit every day, tried to ease her fears about the impending birth. Zelda, who felt she could speak honestly with Sandy, confided in her.

“I’m frightened,” she said, one day over lunch. “I’m frightened I’m going to die.”

“Oh, Zelda, don’t be worried. Your pregnancy has been smooth, there’s no reason to think the birth will be any different,” Sandy said, holding her friend’s hand across the table and trying to comfort her. “Have you talked to Scott about this?” she asked.

“I mentioned it once,” Zelda said, lighting up a cigarette and taking a drag. “But he became so agitated at the thought of me dying that I ended up calming him down instead of the other way around.” Sandy could imagine the scene perfectly.

“It’s a curious thing, I want it over with and I’m dreading it all at the same time,” Zelda said. “I don’t know whether to be wishing for things to hurry up or to slow down.”





Chapter Twenty-One

But Zelda didn’t get much choice in the matter. In the late hours of October 25th, Zelda began to feel cramps and contractions across her stomach. Before they left for Miller Hospital, she made sure Scott called the Kalmans to let them know. Zelda had told Scott, about a month before, she wanted to be drugged to her earlobes for the whole thing. She had this idea of her floating along in a cloudlike state, being delivered of child without even knowing and returning to herself once again, with a smidge of rouge and the slip of a fresh nightgown.

But it was a difficult birth for Zelda. It was like nothing she had ever experienced; long and tiresome and although they drugged her—thank God for that—she still felt the pain. The tearing, the pulling. It was agony. The sweat oozed from every pore and she felt as if her spine were trying to tear away from her body. Colours and lights flashed before her, like she was in a fever. She remembered Scott’s face, so serious, and his hand, so warm. She thought he was carrying a notebook and writing, but she couldn’t be sure. She saw Sandy, briefly, benevolently smiling at her and giving her hand a quick squeeze. She remembered masked men and women, asking her things, telling her things, confusing her and exasperating her. She felt as if this all lasted days and she begged for it to be over.

Then there was a man telling her alternately to hold on, not to push, to take deep breaths and hold them in. Then he would tell her to push, push, harder, and she didn’t know if she could. She was exhausted, she wanted the pain to stop, she wanted to sleep. The anaesthetic and the physical exertion had left her weak; she felt like she was dying, she wanted to float away. “Just one more push,” the doctor said and so she did, with all her might, with the very last of her energy. Zelda felt something leave her. Was it over? Scott returned, smiling. Carrying something in a bundle. A blanket. Pink. It was a girl. She saw a red forehead, a hand reaching out.

“Oh God, Goofo. I’m drunk,” she heard herself say. “Mark Twain. Isn’t she smart—she has the hiccups. I hope it’s beautiful and a fool—a beautiful little fool.” Then, twilight. She was done. It was over. She was a mother.

*

Zelda woke in the late afternoon. The sun was setting in the steel grey sky and she thought she was alone in the room. Except, she wasn’t. There was a bassinet beside her. A baby. Then she remembered, pink blanket. She had given birth to a baby girl. Zelda couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointed.

She pushed herself up in the bed and with great effort, swung her feet out and onto the hospital floor. She could’ve called a nurse to help, but she wanted to be alone for this—meeting her daughter.

An IV still hung in her arm, so she used the stand as a support to push herself around to the other side of the bed. There she was, Baby Fitzgerald. The earlier redness from her skin had settled, so all that was left was a pink flush in her cheeks. Her tiny hands weren’t visible now, the nurse had encased them in a cocoon of blanketing. But her facial features seemed to be some perfect marriage of hers and Scott’s. She had Zelda’s lips—rosy, plump, pursed as if a line of poetry were paused on her mouth. But her eyes—she bet when she opened them, they would be Scott Blue. The same mysterious shade of her Father; the colour of the Irish Sea and all the secrets it contained.

Ever so carefully so as not to wake her, she bent and kissed her gently on the forehead. “My baby,” she murmured and could not help think of her own mama, whose baby Zelda would always be.

“You’re awake! My God, Zelda, what a show,” Scott said, slightly slurring his words as he entered the room.

She smiled weakly at him, settling herself in the rocking chair in the corner of the room. “I see someone’s been celebrating,” she said.

“Just a few to wet the baby’s head my love, after I sent telegrams with the good news. By gosh, you were incredible. The most wonderful things poured from your mouth!” he said, settling himself beside her, resting his weight on the arm of the chair.

“They did? I’m surprised I could speak at all,” she said. “My head still feels fuzzy,” she added, pressing her forehead into his waist as she felt his arm wrap around her shoulders.

“Isn’t she divine?” Scott asked and upon hearing the tenderness and wonder in his voice, she was glad she gave this to him. That no matter what, she would always have given him this.

“She is,” Zelda agreed. “The most divine baby there ever was,” she said with a tired sigh, slipping into sleep.

“I love you so much, my darling. Everything is going to be just splendid, just you wait and see,” he said, with such enthusiasm and belief.

Sandy and Oscar arrived into the room a while later, carrying balloons and flowers and a floppy eared rabbit for the baby. Zelda was delighted to see them. Oscar and Scott went off to fetch some coffee for them all and allowed Sandy and Zelda to have their ‘women talk’ as Scott called, while Zelda rolled her eyes.

“How are you doing?” Sandy asked, settling down beside Zelda and peering into the wrapped bundle that lay in her arms. “She’s gorgeous, Zelda. Perfect.”

“Thank you, she is quite sweet,” Zelda replied, feeling a sense of pride at this life that her and Scott had created. “It’s all rather surreal. A day ago, she wasn’t even here, she was inside me and now—she’s out in the world, a brand new little person of her own. It’s quite extraordinary,” Zelda said. “I do feel rather tired though,” she admitted.

“I’d say so. I was here you know, while you were in labour,” Sandy said, rubbing a finger along the baby’s soft cheek. The memory of her friend’s smile came back to her.

“I remember, I wasn’t sure if that was a dream or not. I also thought I saw Scott running around with a notebook!” Zelda said, laughing.

“He was,” Sandy replied, no humour in her voice. “The anaesthesia had made you rather funny. You didn’t know where you were at times and you were speaking things as soon as you were thinking of them. Scott was taking notes.”

Zelda felt rather taken aback. “While I was in labour? He was what, seeing what he could use for future material?” Zelda said, her anger rising. Scott had mentioned she was saying marvellous things, but he hadn’t told her he was taking note of them.

Sandy shrugged her shoulders. “This was before he started saying he would commit suicide should anything happen to you. The nurses became quite concerned, I believe,” Sandy added, shrugging her shoulders as if she didn’t know what else to say.

Zelda didn’t either. The knowledge of Scott’s behaviour caused her to feel a queer sense of betrayal. She had been scared and in pain, unsure of whether her body would make it through the torturous experience or simply give out. Now, Sandy was telling her that Scott had alternated between mining her drugged words for inspiration and despairing at what would happen to him should she not make it? Maybe some women would’ve felt flattered at the idea that their husband wouldn’t want to live without them. But Zelda couldn’t help but feel like Scott had wanted his own place in the action and excitement of the birth. He could never be sidelined. Taking a breath, she tried to shrug her concerns away. This was meant to be a happy time, she didn’t want to spend it fighting with Scott. But she felt an uneasiness at how he behaved. Zelda wasn’t sure that, should she ever need it, he would be capable of caring for her or looking out for her adequately. She hoped she would never need it.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Zelda was quite startled that a day after she came home, Scott simply picked up and resumed his routine as he had before Patricia—or Scottie, as he had decreed she had to be called, even though they had decided on Patricia for a girl months earlier—was born. “There’s work to be done, darling,” he had simply said, with a kiss on her cheek before he flew out the door. He was working in his office with a stenographer, revising his book.

So Zelda was left at home with the baby and a tyrant. The nanny they had hired, Anna Shirley, ruled things briskly. When Scott walked out the door and back into the life he’d had before Scottie was born, Zelda had initially comforted herself with the fact she wasn’t alone anymore.

The endless, boring days when Scott was working while she waited at home or rattled around a hotel room, trying not to disturb him but finding that everything she did bothered him, were no longer solitary activities. She had her baby to keep her company. She had someone to love and entertain and talk to, even if she couldn’t talk back yet. But Nanny quickly dissuaded her of that idea. After Scott left that morning, Zelda pulled herself out of bed. Wrapping a dressing gown around her bloated and soft body, she went into the nursery to gaze at Scottie.

No sooner had she peered over the bassinet, looking at the sleeping child with a swell in her heart, had Nanny Anna appeared behind her, hissing, “What are you doing? Get away, you’ll wake her!”

Zelda couldn’t help but jump, she hadn’t even heard Nanny come into the room. Zelda would soon realise that it was a particular talent of Nanny Anna’s to creep up on her. “I’m just looking at her!” Zelda protested, caught off guard, like a child with their hand in the cookie jar.

“She needs to sleep until at least 9:00 am and you’re disturbing her,” Nanny added, grabbing Zelda by the crook of her arm and quite literally pulling her from the nursery.

That first morning, Zelda and Nanny alone, at home, set the precedence for how things were to be. Nanny was a dictator in her kingdom and she ruled with fierce authority. Baby’s schedule was non-negotiable; if she woke before she was meant to, she blamed Zelda, even if she hadn’t been anywhere near her child. If Scottie was crying for too long, that too was Zelda’s fault. She even blamed a particularly bad bout of hiccups Scottie had one time on Zelda, saying that her consumption of gin the night before had caused it.

Zelda hated the woman with a burning contempt. While the days had been boring before Scottie came along, they had never been painful. But now, to have a child and not be allowed spend time with her; to hear her gurgle or cry from a few rooms away and not be able to scoop her into her arms, was near unbearable for Zelda.

Her complaints to Scott did no good. “Well, you can’t be fussing over her and breaking her routine,” he responded when she told him of that first morning. Even after the hiccups incident, which Zelda had used as further proof that Nanny was out to get her, Scott laughed her concerns away. “I’m sure she was joking,” Scott said, absentmindedly. He was leafing through some pages of a short story he had been working on.

“I’m sure she was not! Scott, I can’t take this, I need to be able to hold my own child when I want!” she said, exasperated.

“So what, our child can be indulged the way Minnie indulged you?” he asked, Zelda’s heart stung at the mention of her mother. She had missed her so much lately, in the flush of her own motherhood. Hearing her voice down a phone line was not the same as feeling her mother’s arms around her, telling her it would all be all right.

“Are you saying there’s something wrong with how I turned out?” Zelda threw back.

Hearing the edge in her voice, Scott sensed he was on thin ice. Putting down his work, he walked over to her and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m saying that we want Scottie to be better than either one of us, darling girl. We’re hardly built to be ideal parents, are we? Far too undisciplined for that.”

She didn’t disagree with his assessment, but she wasn’t going to give him an inch. She said nothing, holding her stony gaze and her folded arms across her chest. He gazed into her face and brushed her hair back from off her cheek. “You’re going to be Scottie’s mother all her life; let Nanny get some good routine into her first, we’ll have plenty of time to ruin it later. Besides,” he added, placing a hand on Zelda’s hip, “it gives you time to exercise and get yourself back into shape.”

Scott’s complete obliviousness to the changes that had undergone Zelda, and their life, as a result of Scottie’s birth irritated and hurt her. He still wanted to go out with their friends (their childless friends, Zelda would point out to him) and drink until all hours. Although Zelda acquiesced most of the time by lending her presence and her wit to these occasions, she often found herself waning as the evening went on and longing for her bed and sleep.

Scott would invite people back to theirs, alternatively saying that he needed the company or she did, depending on which tack would be more effective with the person in question. Out of politeness and common sense, they would decline and say they didn’t want to cause a disturbance. But Scott would persist; and then Zelda would beg them to find a reason to change their mind, to please not take him up on his invitation.

“For God’s sake!” Scott grumbled one night after some friends turned up at their door late after Scott had been out drinking and Zelda sent them on their way. “Do you mean for us to live like hermits!”

“We hardly live like hermits,” she snapped back. “But you could do with giving some consideration to the fact that I don’t feel like entertaining right now!”

For once, Nanny’s intervention helped. She agreed that it was best to put a hiatus on late night visits from people until Scottie was a bit older and was sleeping through the night. Scott, knowing he could hardly turn around and admonish Nanny’s advice when he had forced Zelda to swallow more than one painful sup of medicine, accepted the circumstances begrudgingly.

*

The winter was cruel. Unforgiving and relentless, Zelda felt her spirits drop and evaporate more and more with each passing day. She snuck in as much time as she could with Scottie; nuzzling the top of her soft, downy head. She sang songs and blew raspberries on her belly, much to her daughter’s delight. But when Nanny said she had to leave or removed her child from her arms, Zelda would give in. Never one to back down from a battle, Zelda now felt incapable of fighting both the nanny and her husband.

Even about her own child’s christening, Zelda had been overruled. In November, Scott announced that he wanted Scottie to be christened over dinner one night. “Why?” Zelda asked, surprised. “The last time you were in a church was for our wedding.”

Scott straightened his spine at the insult, although Zelda hadn’t meant it as one. “I’m still a Catholic, Zelda. It’s what you do. Besides, it would mean a lot to my parents.”

Zelda resisted the urge to ask—and what about what mattered to her parents. If this was a war, she had been captured behind enemy lines.

“Fine, she can have a christening,” Zelda agreed. “Make the arrangements.”

Zelda didn’t care one way or another. While Scott still superstitiously believed in the purgatory that his church talked about, this halfway place where Scottie would go to if, God forbid, she died young and unchristened, Zelda put about as much weight into it as stories about the old Confederacy graveyard being haunted. It was hogwash, as far as she was concerned. Tales of terror wove by men in gowns in order to exert power over their followers and to keep them repeating rituals.

While she didn’t care about the ceremony, she had expected to attend it. That is, until a week before it, at the beginning of December, Scott told her he didn’t think it was a good idea.

Sandy could hardly believe it when Zelda told her one day over lunch in the house.

“You’re not going to the christening?” she asked, aghast.

“Scott’s parents don’t think it’s a good idea. They said it’s a solemn ceremony and I won’t be able to behave accordingly for it,” Zelda said, her voice deflated.

“But you’re her mother! Surely Scott can’t agree with this,” Sandy said, pouring both of them some fresh tea.

“He does,” Zelda replied, flatly. “Or at least, he said he couldn’t understand why I would want to go anyway, given that I’m not a Catholic.” She didn’t add that she had wanted to ask Sandy to be Godmother, but Scott had insisted that his sister Annabel fulfil the duty. Despite the fact Zelda had spoken to Annabel on maybe four occasions and hardly knew her. Sandy was speechless at Scott’s behaviour and Zelda could see her shock. Trying to mask her embarrassment, Sandy watched a veil fell across her friend’s face. Before her eyes, the tension around Zelda’s mouth forcibly relaxed as she pushed her shoulders back, took a sip of her tea and said to Sandy, “So, darling, have you begun your Christmas shopping yet?”

The subject of the christening, of Zelda’s isolation from her own child, wasn’t discussed again that afternoon or any other afternoon. Although Sandy and Zelda were close, there was still so much that Zelda kept to herself. She hid things away inside, her tender heart enclosed behind an impenetrable wall. Sandy knew Zelda was wounded, she saw the hurt across her face and the pain in her voice when she spoke of the christening, of Scott’s dismissiveness. But unless Zelda wanted to, she wouldn’t discuss it and it was clear the subject was now off the table.

*

It was a miserable Christmas for Zelda. She wrote to Ludlow telling him how lonely she felt, how cold and frigid Minnesota was. Scottie had been christened on the 8th of December and for Zelda, it was as if the milestone never in happened.

Her and Scott didn’t speak of it and she didn’t tell him how hurt she was by his approval of her absence. Zelda’s exclusion from her child’s life, from her family, from her friends and the life in New York she desperately missed, all curled and rooted inside her. She nursed her hurts in silence, little wounds that she began to feel were eating into her spirit more and more. Scott could sense her gloom, the disappearance of herself. He hoped it was just a passing phase.

In the New Year, Scott immersed himself in working on a new project. His second book, now named The Beautiful and the Damned, was slated for a March publication. He now focused his energies on working on a play, The Vegetable.

The dust jacket for the new book was sent to their home and Scott placed it in front of the poetry Zelda had been reading. “What do you think of that? Max just sent it over,” Scott asked her, pulling on a cigarette.

She studied it carefully. It was similar in style to the cover for This Side of Paradise. A beautiful jazz age couple, clearly modelled on herself and Scott, with drinks in their hands and sadness in their eyes. It was too melancholic, she thought. It didn’t capture the life or vivaciousness of the times. “I’m not sure, Goofo. I don’t think it really nails it,” she said, passing the cover back to him.

“I agree,” he said. “I want you to draw me a new one,” he added, smiling.

“Me?” she asked in surprise. “Yes, you darling,” he said, “Nobody understands my work better. Give it a go and see what you come up with.”

Smiling, she thought about it for a moment. “All right, I will,” she said, putting her book to one side and pottering off to fetch her pencils and paints. For the rest of the afternoon and most of the next day, Zelda sat in a happy silence, thinking and drawing and painting. Scott was glad to see a perceptible lift in her mood. She presented her work to him the next evening, rather self-consciously, a trait he wasn’t used to seeing in his wife.

“What do you think?” she asked sheepishly, handing the drawing to him.

There was a nude woman, her hair bobbed, just like Zelda. She was splashing about in a giant glass of champagne, revelry and mayhem etched across her face. Using reds and yellows and blues, Zelda had conjured up almost a flame, encircling it all, as if it might gobble the woman up at any moment. It roared at you. It was far more lively and striking than the other cover. It demanded to be looked at and fascinated you with its depth. It was Zelda all over.

“It’s magnificent, darling, a triumph! Just like you!” he said, kissing her passionately. Finally, Zelda felt something other than sadness and melancholy stir in her as Scott kissed her, with all his pride and triumph, at the gift she had presented to him. Maybe things are finally starting to go back to normal, she thought, as she kissed him back with equal passion, running her hands through his hair.





Chapter Twenty-Three

As winter slowly changed into spring, Zelda felt the ice between her and Scott melt along with the Midwest snow. Although she still carried the weight from her pregnancy, she felt that Scott once again began to look at her with kind eyes. He was far more affectionate and interested in sex—after Scottie’s birth, they had only made love twice, and that had been in the dark and when Scott was drunk—and once again, valued her input.

Metropolitan magazine serialised the new book and it became dramatically apparent that it was in need of revisions. Zelda was the one who thought of the most necessary revision; to end the book with Anthony’s speech on the ship. Scott telegraphed Max with her suggestion and much to Zelda’s delight, he replied saying she was dead right.

One day, Zelda came across a half-complete letter that Scott was in the process of writing to Alex McKaig in New York. Speaking about his new book, he mentioned her. “Her ideas largely in this new novel,” and Zelda felt a swell of pride.

After the revisions had been made, she once more sat down with the book and decided to read it again cover to cover. Except this time, she noticed how much of the work was hers. Scott using Zelda’s words in his books wasn’t new. But in this one, there was so much of it. Passages had been taken verbatim from her diaries and letters. The most prosaic descriptions of the manuscript were descriptions of her design, unmistakably in her voice. The very soul of the book was her soul; printed and bound for mass consumption. Except on the front, it had Scott’s name, not hers.

When she first noticed Scott using her work, all that time ago back in New York, she had been a naïve, young woman who was simply flattered that her scribblings were considered worthy enough for conclusion. But now, weathered a bit by time, experience and marriage, it wasn’t pride Zelda experienced. It felt like something had been taken from her. It had been stolen, except she hadn’t noticed it missing until now. She tried to push this feeling down, to shake it from her mind. But increasingly, she felt like she was being used. Used by Scott. Used to his advantage.

In February, Zelda received a letter from Burton Rascoe, the book critic at the New York Tribune. He had an unusual idea; in order to help promote Beautiful and the Damned, he wanted Zelda to write a review of the book for them to publish. Both her and Scott thought it was a wonderful. Zelda worked hard at the piece and submitted a witty, biting, charming and praise laden review. Still bruised about Scott’s liberal use of her own words, she wrote that, “Mr Fitzgerald… seems to believe plagiarism begins at home.” It was her small way of telling him, and the world, she knew what he was doing. But he didn’t seem bothered by the line at all when the piece came out. In fact, he found the whole thing rather amusing.

They travelled to New York for the launch, leaving Scottie with Nanny. While Zelda rallied mentally, thanks to returning to a city full of their friends and life, her body was slow to catch up. The more she thought about it, she realised the last few weeks her breasts had been tender and she was far more tired than she should be. As she finished packing her bags the day before they left, she went through her toiletries, trying to decide what she needed to bring with her. Holding the sanitary items in her hand, she tried to remember the last time she had her period. With dread, she realised it had been sometime in late December or early January. This time, she didn’t need a test to tell her. She knew she was pregnant.

She waited until they were alone later and told Scott.

“Oh my God,” he said, the colour draining from his face. Zelda couldn’t blame him. She was sure the same had happened to her in the bathroom earlier.

“Yes, I know,” she said, reaching for his hands. But Scott jumped up with a start.

“You can’t keep it,” he said, coldly, turning his back away from her, facing the fireplace.

Zelda hadn’t been sure what reaction she had been expecting, but it wasn’t this. She didn’t want another baby yet either. It was too soon after Scottie. Her body was still finding its centre again and she was only emerging from the fog which had clouded her all winter. Things between Scott and her had only begun to improve. They had the new book to celebrate. It definitely wasn’t an ideal time to have another child.

She knew why she had reservations; she was the one who would have to surrender her body and mind once again for 9 months. But Scott? What would he have to give up? What had changed for him since Scottie was born?

“What are you saying?” she asked, wanting him to spell it out. Wanting to force him to say the words.

“I’m saying, talk to Sandra or someone else in New York,” he said, turning back to her. “I’m saying, there’s ways to sort it.”

“Is that what you want me to do?” she asked, a coldness in her voice.

He walked over to her, dropping onto his hunches, taking her limp hands in his. “It’s what we both want, darling girl. Now is not the time for another child. In a year or so, maybe. Scottie will need a playmate. But with the book to promote and the play to work on… everything is bound to get busy again…” he said, trailing off. He didn’t need to say anymore. Her pregnancy was an inconvenience. A blight on the map of Scott’s planned route.

“Okay,” she heard herself say, not knowing if she felt relieved or saddened. “I’ll take care of it.”

*

They stayed at The Plaza, Zelda’s favourite hotel in New York. Ludlow, McKaig and Nathan were all delighted to see the Fitzgeralds again, even if Zelda and Scott were somewhat changed from the last time they had been in the city. Ludlow and McKaig swapped observations one evening, at a cocktail party thrown in the couple’s honour.

“Zelda doesn’t quite seem herself,” Ludlow said, as he watched Scott and her chat with a group over in the corner.

“She certainly doesn’t look herself,” McKaig replied.

“Scott doesn’t seem much better either, he’s rather grey and preoccupied. You don’t suppose they’re having marital problems?” Ludlow asked.

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” McKaig replied frankly. “I wasn’t sure they would make it as long as they have.”

For Zelda, the return to the city was hollow. The joy and lightness she had felt at the trip had been replaced with dread and loathing at what she knew she must do before they returned to St Paul. She was self-conscious of her body, feeling soft and matronly standing next to the women that surrounded her; whose hips had never had to bear a child, whose breasts didn’t ache and hang heavy with milk. She felt out of place and unsure of herself and it unsettled her greatly. All the things she had been looking forward to; the parties and reunions with old acquaintances and friends were now carried out with great effort, as a trial. She could see it in every person’s eyes she met, they did not see her as the same Zelda that had left the city with a wiggle of her slim hips and a jammy red kiss over her exposed shoulder.

She made an appointment to see a doctor who she had been told ‘took care of these situations’ with great discretion. She made sure to go when Scott was out at a long meeting and lunch with Max and some other people from Scribner’s. She could just about hold herself together, the last thing she needed was to be responsible for Scott’s stability. She would do this alone.

She was scared and teary throughout, questioning whether she was doing the right thing while knowing there was no alternative. She wept as she felt the life leave her, the child that would never be. In a great deal of pain and very raw, she made her way back to the hotel. The doctor had told her some bleeding after wouldn’t be uncommon. But she was sickened and scared by the amount of blood and tissue she saw fall into the toilet. Too weak to move, she lay on the bathroom floor, flashing hot and cold and wanting to die.

Sometime later, she heard a door open. Her name called, she thought. Scott, she wondered? She was too tired to move, to make a sound. He found her, she opened her eyes as he lifted her shoulders. “My God, Zelda, what happened?” he asked, panic across his face.

“It’s done,” she managed. “I took care of it.”

Then, the flash of understanding. He flushed the toilet and carried her to bed. “Sleep, darling girl. Sleep.”

*

It took her three days before she could leave the bed again. When she did, she was shaky on her legs. She had no idea if this was normal or not. She called the doctor’s office, concerned, but the woman on the other end of the line snapped at her.

“Have you stopped bleeding?” she barked and when Zelda replied she had, she hung up. Zelda had nobody she could ask if this was normal or not. She didn’t know anybody who had ever had an abortion before. She could guess who might have, but she was too ashamed to admit that she was now a member of that particular club. They returned to St Paul, her body weak and her heart wounded. When an invitation to write a few articles for Metropolitan magazine came through, Zelda was not only delighted with the recognition, but at the opportunity of a distraction.

“Scott, isn’t it wonderful! They said they were so impressed by my review they want to pay me to write some pieces for them! Pay me!” she said, in a giddy song.

Scott smiled, but there was a steeliness behind his eyes. An irritant of some kind. “It won’t be much,” he said, adding, “and it’s only because you’re my wife.”

She ignored the barb, she didn’t want to fight. Not in this moment.

Over the next few months, she set to work, writing four pieces—Eulogy on the Flapper, Does a Moment of Revolt Come Sometimes to Every Married Man, The Super Flapper and Where Do Flappers Go—earning a total of $815. It wasn’t the sums Scott commanded, but she had earned it. For her writing.

When her first piece was published, it was under a joint by-line. Seeing Scott’s name under her work hit her like a slap. Standing there, staring agape at the magazine that had been freshly ripped from its package, Zelda noticed a smugness emanate from Scott.

“Why the hell is your name on it? You didn’t contribute to it!” she raged.

“My name is the known name, darling,” he replied, a slight patronising. “Nobody knows who Zelda Fitzgerald is without mentioning Scott. You come as a package with me.”

“So how come nobody insists on your work being published with my name?” she asked in a huff, the pride she had felt from her work dissipating into the air between them. But she didn’t actually expect him to answer. She knew the reason; because Scott was the talent and she was just the wife. That was how everybody saw her.

“Darling, it’s a great accomplishment. Not many wives achieve something like this,” he said, attempting to now soothe her. “I’m proud of you,” he added, embracing her.

But Scott’s pride didn’t mean that much to her. He was as equally proud when she delivered a witty observation at a cocktail party or when she mastered how to make a Manhattan. His pride in her was connected to her performance or usefulness. It was easily fulfilled and easily taken away. She didn’t want Scott to feel proud of her; she wanted to feel proud of herself and she had done; until she realised her name wasn’t good enough to stand on its own.





Chapter Twenty-Four

That summer, they moved back to the White Bear Yacht Club so Zelda could swim and fully enjoy the delights that had been restricted to her last summer with her pregnancy—and the Fitzgeralds took full advantage of the delights on offer. So much so, they were evicted by August for their boisterous behaviour.

Even Zelda, who never was one for introspection, could see they were falling into a pattern. A stretch of discipline by Scott, a weakening of resolve, a merry go round of all-night partying, all-day hangovers and repeats of the same, over and over, until eventually they would be kicked out of wherever it was they happened to be—whether it was a party or a hotel or their home—when their behaviour and carry on was too much.

This, was their status quo. The arrival of Scottie had done little to change it. The first few months, they had been better behaved; mainly because Zelda was too tired in spirit and body to pick back up the life they had been living. But once that had passed, once she had begun to see the lines of her body snap back as she engaged in swimming and exercise at the club and she saw the eyes of men begin to appreciate her form once again, she threw herself into it with as much enthusiasm as Scott did. And even if it was beginning to be a little less fun—even as questions began to form in her mind about the life they were living—getting drunk and losing hours was an escape. On these nights, she didn’t look at her stomach and wonder how it would’ve looked, had she kept… had she not… On these nights, she didn’t ask herself questions she didn’t really want to know the answer to.

So when they got kicked out of the club, they found a new house to rent in Dellwood and moved themselves there and continued on as they had been living. Until, the eternal question of money raised its ugly head.

Both Scott and Scribner’s had hoped that Scott’s second book would outsell his first. But while it had done very well, it hadn’t surpassed its older brother in terms of popularity. Which was a problem for Scribner’s as Scott owed money to Max and others. It was a problem to Scott as he owed money to everyone. Even a collection of his short stories, Tales of the Jazz Age, wasn’t enough to break even.

In September, an icy wind came, chilling Zelda and Scottie to the bone. It lasted only a week or so, but in that time, it was enough to remind Zelda of the awful winter that lay ahead in St Paul. It was a perpetual cold and dampness that settled across the city once October came and it settled into your bones, making them heavy.

Scott had spent the months since he finished the book working on a play. But it was receiving nothing but rejections in Minnesota and was making him blue and down.

With both their spirits waning, the Fitzgeralds decided to do what they always did when happiness eluded them; they upped sticks and went searching for it somewhere else. With some cash from the sale of The Beautiful and the Damned to Warner Brothers, they left Scottie with the Nanny, returned to The Plaza in New York and began house hunting in the suburbs for a new home.

They initially thought they might find somewhere in Westchester, but soon switched their attentions to Long Island. They met Edmund Wilson, who was delighted to see them in better spirits, at least on the surface. They were full of excitement and plans for their ‘new beginning’.

Zelda was delighted when the opportunity arose for her to meet her old friend Sara Mayfield, who happened to be in town. They took lunch at the Palm Court and Zelda tried her best to stifle her jealousy as she listened to the advances Sara was making in her own writing career.

“But enough about me,” Sara said. “You’re the one who’s on the curtain for the Follies!”

“Yes, along with everybody who actually matters!” Zelda quipped back. Sara was referring to the curtain that Reginald Marsh had designed for the Greenwich Village Follies. Zelda’s infamous fountain plunge was depicted at the centre, surrounded by literary celebrities.

“You’re at the centre!” Sara shot back. “Are you happy, darling?”

“At the moment, yes, and that’s the only moment that matters to me,” Zelda replied honestly. “I was pregnant and then I wasn’t, and that got me a bit blue. And I had stories published but Scott’s name had to go on them. But now we’re making a fresh start by the sea and that makes me happy so yes, I suppose I’m happy,” she added, the words tumbling out of their own accord.

Before Sara could reply, Scott suddenly appeared. “I thought I would join my two favourite gals from Montgomery!” he said, by means of explanation.

“Don’t let Tallulah hear you say that,” Sara said, laughing, as she kissed Scott on the cheek.

“Or Gene,” Zelda added, ruefully.

The three of them sat together, discussing Sara’s progress and Scott’s frustration with The Vegetable and Zelda’s plans for Long Island, even though they hadn’t found a house yet. There was a desperate zeal about the play that Scott was displaying, he kept repeating how it was going to be a great success, that he just had to find the right audience for it.

“Well, it sounds great,” Sara said. “Very funny,” she added, although she wasn’t so sure if Scott could really do humour.

“It is,” he said, “and it’s going to set us up nicely, it’s a real moneymaker. It will be a success. It has to be.”

Sara left the lunch a little disturbed by what Zelda had said and wishing Scott hadn’t interrupted them so she could ask more. She was also disturbed by the clear need Scott had—both professionally and personally—for this play of his to be a success.

They also met up with John Dos Passos and hosted a lunch for him so he could meet Sherwood Anderson, serving lobster croquettes and Bronx cocktails that Zelda and Scott just loved. They rented a car and chauffeur and took their party out to Long Island with them to view houses and on that day, finally found where they were going to settle.

They signed the lease for 6 Gateway Drive, Great Neck, North Shore Long Island for $300 per month, their hopes for the future high.





Chapter Twenty-Five

Zelda travelled back to St Paul to fetch Scottie and bring her to their new home in Long Island, leaving Scott to his own devices for a few days. She felt lighter than she had in months, happy that she would be leaving Minnesota behind. Their future now lay east.

She would have to find a new nanny for Scottie, not that she minded leaving the old one behind. Nanny and her heartless methods would not be missed. Zelda imagined the fun her and Scottie would have together, freed from Nanny’s tyranny. She would take her daughter swimming in the sound and build sand castles with her and they could walk into town in matching outfits and everyone would comment on how well the Fitzgerald gals looked. Well, in time they would. Scottie wasn’t exactly walking yet. Maybe she would be when she got to St Paul, she thought. Zelda lost herself in daydreams on the journey.

She was staying in St Paul for one night at The Commodore Hotel before taking the train back to Long Island. It would be a long day; the first leg of the journey meant travelling to New York before getting the Long Island Railway to the station at Great Neck. The plan was to arrive home in the late afternoon. She had thought that after she picked up Scottie from Nanny and put the last paycheck and reference into her hands, Scottie and Zelda would spend some time together before Zelda put her to bed early and slipped downstairs for a supper with Sandy in the hotel restaurant. She had even thought ahead and asked the hotel to put a cot for her in the room and Zelda was proud of her foresight.

But from the moment she picked Scottie up, nothing went to plan. Zelda’s open arms were left empty when she arrived and instead, Scottie clung to Nanny, turning her head away from Zelda. She had to prise her grip loose from Nanny and Scottie began immediately crying as soon as Zelda took her into her arms. Embarrassment stinging her, she ignored the smile tugging at Nanny’s lips. Her cheeks were flaming as she bundled Scottie into the waiting taxi.

Scottie cried all the way to the hotel, as they checked into the hotel and even after they got to the room. Zelda’s head was now throbbing and she tried rocking Scottie to soothe her, but she only screamed louder, growing increasingly redder in the face.

Zelda lay her down in the middle of the bed and lit up a cigarette, trying to think of what to do. “Would you like some ice cream, darling?” she asked Scottie, who simply continued to wail and bawl. Zelda rang down for a bowl of chocolate ice cream and with a little effort got Scottie to slurp the treat off the spoon. When she had enough, Zelda lay a towel down on the floor, plopped Scottie on it with the bowl of remaining, melting ice cream and allowed her bash the spoon against the bowl to her heart’s content, splashing ice cream all over herself and the carpet in the process as Zelda put on her make-up for dinner.

“Now, darling, quick bath and then you’re going to bed!” she told Scottie, scooping her into her arms. She was leaving changing into her outfit for dinner until last. Zelda bathed her in the sink and at first, found it hard trying to fill the basin with water of temperature that would be okay for Scottie, while holding the wiggling child in her arms at the same time. Eventually, she wrangled her into the sink and began washing her little body and face when Scottie promptly threw up all the ice cream she had eaten over herself, before descending into another fit of crying.

Zelda rinsed her body off as quickly as she could and wrapped Scottie in a towel, shushing her and jiggling her and whispering calming sentiments in her ear. It seemed to take an age for the child to settle down. When she finally seemed like she was going to sleep, Zelda tried to discreetly slip her into the cot. But as soon as she began to lower Scottie, her eyes flashed open and she began wailing again.

“Oh no, go back asleep!” Zelda said despairingly, once again rocking her back and forth. Scottie was still only wrapped in the towel which suddenly became hot and wet beneath Zelda’s arms, soaking into her dress and down her front.

“What the…” Zelda began, looking at the direction of the moisture and heat. Then she realised, she had never put a nappy back on Scottie after the bath.

She walked the room, rocking Scottie back and forth, singing lullabies and making up stories, but the child would not settle. Zelda called Sandy and cancelled dinner.

After another hour of crying, Zelda hit on the idea to have some warm milk brought up to her. When it arrived, she had the waiter pour it into a bottle for her. He wordlessly took in the ice cream stains on the floor, the mess in the bathroom and the smell of urine in the room.

“Is that all, ma’am?” he asked, backing out of the room.

“Oh yes. Unless you want to take her for a bit?” Zelda offered, her arms outstretched.

“I have to get back downstairs,” he replied, awkwardly, unsure if she was joking or being serious.

“Of course. There’s a tip on the dresser,” she said, turning her back to him. The door closed behind him and as she slipped the bottle into Scottie’s mouth, she realised the room was suddenly silent. The only noise was Scottie’s suckling and Zelda’s breath.

Scottie drank two bottles before she fell asleep in Zelda’s utterly exhausted arms.

*

The journey back to Long Island was just as bad. She rang Scott from New York with specific instructions. “Hire a nanny before I arrive,” she told him, before hanging up.

Laughing, he collected her and Scottie from the train later that day. Scottie had been lulled asleep by the rocking carriages and bottles of milk Zelda had been feeding her. She looked almost angelic when Scott arrived in a brand new, gleaming car to collect them. Zelda, on the other hand, looked every inch as exhausted as she felt.

“Did you have a fun trip, darling girl?” Scott asked, grinning widely at her dishevelled state.

“Don’t start, Scott. I smell like baby sick and my back is killing me from holding her all the time. She weighs a ton.”

“Well, I’ve good news, there’s a nanny starting tomorrow,” he said, pulling out of the station and whizzing off down the road.

“Great,” Zelda replied. “That just means you have to take care of her tonight so,” she said, settling her head atop the crook of her arm that was propped up against the door.

“I’ll show you how it’s done,” Scott said, confident that it couldn’t be as hard as Zelda was making out.

He had re-evaluated his judgement the next morning. When the door rang, Zelda heard him dash down the stairs with a crying Scottie.

“Oh thank God,” he exclaimed, his voice wafting up the stairs. Zelda laughed to herself and rolled back over in bed. She might not be any use at being a mother, but at least Scott was just as hopeless as her. Poor Scottie, she thought briefly, before falling back asleep.





Chapter Twenty-Six

They had such good intentions when they arrived in Great Neck. But then, the Fitzgeralds always did when they went somewhere new.

For the first few weeks, they would be in love with the romance of a new location and the opportunity to start over. They would swear to themselves and each other that things would be different. Scott intended to write with a new energy; furiously, voluminously, purposefully. Zelda would, well, be Zelda.

Her fantasies about frolicking on the beach with Scottie and spending lazy, relaxed afternoons together had evaporated entirely by the time they had got back to New York. The reality of motherhood was markedly different to her fantasy of it. At their housewarming, whenever someone asked where Scottie was, Zelda would reply, “Off with Nanny having a marvellous time.”

She also delighted in telling people, “She can’t stand me, you know. But at least she prefers me to Scott.” They would laugh as if she were joking, until Zelda insisted the veracity of her statement upon them.

“She wails whenever she’s put in my arms. I don’t think she even knows who we are!” she told Eddie Cantor and Leslie Howard, much to their amusement.

Once they had acclimated to the neighbourhood, the Fitzgeralds planned to get settled into their new lives. But the only things they got settled into were a new round of parties and soirées and fights and making up.

If the legend of the Fitzgeralds had been birthed in the dawn of New York, riding upon taxis and splashing in fountains, the fair-haired couple who could do no wrong, it was Long Island which projected them into a myth. Their ‘nifty, little Babbitt home’ as Zelda called it, was a beacon of light that called all the flames from Long Island and New York to their front door.

For every party they attended, they threw one in return and their alcohol consumption only increased, lending everything in their lives a frenzied, raw edge. Scott began to disappear on binges, sometimes for days at a time. Often he and Ring Lardner would go together, boozing it up and God knows what else, in Great Neck and New York and anywhere that would have them.

More than once, Scott would only manage to make it as far as the front of the house before passing out. Ellis, Ring’s wife, would often telephone. “Zelda, Scott’s fallen asleep on the lawn,” whispering down the phone, as if afraid that Scott might hear here.

“Oh I know!” Zelda would reply most of the time. “He’ll come in when he’s sobered up a bit—thanks Ellis!”

Zelda wasn’t much better. One night, she had so much gin she drove her car off a pier and into Great Neck Bay, laughing maniacally as tears ran down her face. Thankfully, the tide was out so both Zelda and the Rolls were spared.

Another time, their friends watched—at first, with smiles on their faces before turning away with deep discomfort—as Zelda repeatedly asked Scott what he would do in various circumstances.

It had begun sweetly enough. They were playing croquet in front of the car headlights, one of their beloved drunken pastimes. Zelda sidled up beside Scott, leaning against his arm as it balanced on the mallet. They were compellingly attractive.

“Scott, what would you do if I died?” she asked, in a sing-song voice, sloshing her gin in her glass.

“I would see no point in living,” he declared grandly, putting an arm around her. “There would be no life without you.”

Pleased with the answer, she moved on. “What would you do if I were with another man?”

Suddenly, Scott’s face darkened. He dropped his hand. An audible hush came across the group. Everybody knew of Scott’s jealousy. It was never far from the surface at the best of times. Now, Zelda was provoking him in front of them all. When he was drunk, it was a disastrous combination.

But even though he didn’t respond, she didn’t let it go. In fact, she only became more animated at the fact she had clearly hit a nerve. Glee danced across her face, a vicious grin tugging at her lips.

“What if I left you for another man?” she asked, following him as he tried to control his rising rage, swinging the mallet with force. He hit the ball too hard, sending it spinning off down the hill.

Stomping off to fetch it, Zelda followed behind him. “Could you stand it, Scott? Could you? To have another man touch me?” they heard her ask him, still in that sing-song voice.

Finally, having maintained as much of a temper as he was going to, Scott rounded on her and exploded. There on the lawn, in front of everyone, they had a blazing row. Their friends couldn’t even pretend to ignore them and continue on with the game; Scott had the ball clutched in his hand.

But then, as was always the case after a ferocious argument, they would be fine the next day. It wasn’t unusual for guests to go to bed to the soundtrack of a row between Scott and Zelda, only to rise and walk in on them sharing a bath together and chatting like nothing had happened.

In the beginning, Zelda blamed Ring for Scott’s drinking. Having a partner in crime only heightened both of their levels of consumption. But as the weeks went by, Zelda was forced to admit to herself—even if she wouldn’t to anybody else—that Scott needed no encouragement to drink. And besides, Ring was too sweet to blame; writing poetry in honour of Zelda’s beauty and grace and frequently complimenting her on her brilliant mind. These were much-needed boosts to her ego; Scott was rather nasty when he was drunk. They both were. It was just that Zelda could always handle her liquor better and didn’t drunkenly disgrace herself as often as Scott.

It wasn’t only Zelda that Scott became abusive with. Throughout that summer, he managed, at one time or another, to insult every friend they had; Herbert Bayard Swope, Eddie Cantor, Leslie Howard, Basil Rathbone, Gene Buck—the list went on. Zelda poured so much oil over troubled waters, she should’ve bought stocks. Along with mother, wife and muse, she began to take on a new role—Scott’s protector. No matter how mad or embarrassed she got by him, she refused to show that to the world. If he commented on a female guest’s upper lip hair before extinguishing his cigarette in her drink, she was right behind him apologising and propelling him away.

In fact, that only woman he managed to not insult that year was Helen Buck. With good reason too; it was obvious Scott was sweet on her.

After one party which he spent drooling over Helen while asking Gene, her husband, if they had slept together before marriage, before dropping to his knees in front of Helen and kissing her toes, Zelda found herself consumed with fury, distraught at Scott’s behaviour.

She stomped in the door ahead of Scott as he haphazardly followed behind her. Grabbing an ugly little bust from the parlour that she had never liked, she returned to the front door while Scott made his way towards her and flung the bust as hard as she could at him. She was more disappointed than she should’ve been when he managed to swerve at the last moment and avoid the hit. The ugly object crashed to the ground behind him, shattering everywhere, the sound and destruction satisfying Zelda.

“Good God, Zelda, are you trying to kill me?” he asked. “It was only a bit of fun,” he added. That was the thing with Scott. He always knew what he was doing.

Rebecca West was another woman that drew Scott’s attention and Zelda’s ire. To her great delight, she never showed up to the party Scott insisted they throw her and as the hours wore on, their friends muttering about where the guest of honour was, Scott’s embarrassment grew. By midnight, he was slinging insults about Ms West and drinks back with equal abandon.

Although, as always, Scott had great plans to write in Great Neck, his intentions and actions didn’t quite correlate. Zelda, however, did write.

With no domestic duties to fulfil—they had a live-in couple along with Nanny who took care of running the house—and with Scott either on a bender or recovering from one, Zelda had reams of uninterrupted hours for herself. On the days when she didn’t go to the club or play golf, she wrote.

She had greatly enjoyed the satisfaction she got from her first published piece back in Minnesota. But what she had achieved was tempered by the fact that, apart from the review she had written for The Beautiful and the Damned, all her work appeared under Scott’s by-line. Sometimes she felt as if she had no identity of her own beyond Scott. He infiltrated every part of her existence.

Sara Haardt told her that Zelda knew she was the author and nobody could take that away from her. But Sara’s work was published under her own name. She didn’t have a husband who took up so much of the space around, that there was none left for anybody else. Many people knew that Zelda was the one writing the pieces, it wasn’t a secret. But she couldn’t help but think of the people who might read her stories on the train to work or over their morning coffee—and credit Scott with her words. What about in 100 years when she was dead and gone? Who would know what was Zelda’s work and what was Scott’s?

Anytime she mentioned it, he simply brushed it aside. “You know my name fetches more money for those pieces than yours does—and we need the money,” he would reply. She couldn’t disagree with that logic. Money was a mercurial commodity in their hands; it always seemed to be slipping away from them.

Earlier that year, Scott had written a short: How To Live On 36,000 A Year, the joke being that they couldn’t. Money went out the door as quickly as it came in. It wasn’t only their lifestyle they needed to maintain, it was their reputation. They had to do everything lavishly; including spending.

Scott’s work and the speculation of how true to life his characters were to him and Zelda, along with their antics, had created a celebrity out of them. They had even appeared in the international press in Hearst; the golden couple, always in the pursuit of a good time, not a long time. They both fed off the attention they got, but Scott needed it. He craved the adoration and when he wasn’t writing and didn’t get it from his work, he knew the best way to get it was by propagating the myth of ‘The Fitzgeralds’. Life was a never-ending party for them and they always wanted more—alcohol, danger, pretty things and interesting friends. If their lives were a movie, it was the most daring and provocative talkie out there. Scott wrote the script and Zelda delivered her lines perfectly every time.

In the fall, a reporter from the Baltimore Sun came out to the house to talk to Zelda about her writing. The angle was a writer’s wife’s writing life.

“So, Zelda, what made you decide to follow your husband’s footsteps and begin to write?” he asked.

“Well, I thought my husband should write a perfectly good ending to one of my tales, except he wouldn’t. So I decided to do it myself,” she quipped. “But the truth is,” she added, “I was writing before I ever even met Scott. Just in diaries and letters and things. But it wasn’t until Scott showed my diaries around that I realised it was really any good.”

“You let Scott read your diaries?” the reporter asked, scribbling away.

“Oh yes,” Zelda replied. “It’s where he gets all his best material!”

“And he showed it to other people?”

“Yes, he still does. But I didn’t know at first,” Zelda replied, casting her mind back to the discovery that Scott had sent Max her diary while they were living in St Paul. She had been searching about for some fresh paper in Scott’s bureau to write Sara a letter, when she found one of her old diaries with a letter addressed to Scott on top of it in his desk drawer. In Max’s handwriting. Curious, she read the contents.

Your wife has an exceptional turn of phrase. She writes as she thinks, it really is wonderfully refreshing. I would be very interested in publishing her diary—reflections of a young woman style book—if it was something she would be interested in.

Any discomfort Zelda had felt at the idea of Max reading her diary dissipated as she read his praise and offer.

“Scott, Scott!” Zelda had called out, finding Scott dozing in the light of the afternoon sun. “What’s this?” she said, holding up Max’s letter.

He blinked a few times, adjusting his eyes to the sight before him. “Oh that,” he said as if it were nothing. “I’d mentioned how your diary was a sort of inspiration for me so Max had asked could he have a look. He was full of praise for you.”

“Yes, he was,” Zelda said, grasping the letter in her hand. “Were you ever going to tell me? He said he wants to publish it!”

“Well, I hadn’t thought much of it, darling. He was probably just being polite. Besides, we can’t publish it; what if there’s something else in there I’ll want to use for the future?”

And that had been the end of the discussion. Scott’s work always triumphed when set against anything else.

“Zelda? Do you still keep a diary?” the reporter asked, bringing her back to the present.

“Yes,” she said. “But now I lock it,” she jokingly added.

She heard Scott’s footsteps on the stairs. The reporter did too, his head spinning, trying to catch a glimpse.

“Scott,” she sang out and he appeared in the doorway. He was still as handsome as the day she had met him, even if he was a little more tired around the eyes. Sunlight streamed over him, lighting him from within. His hair glowed and his shirt and trousers were fresh and bright.

“Oh hello,” he said as if surprised to see the reporter although Zelda had told him he was coming. “I’m F Scott Fitzgerald,” he said, offering his hand and a broad smile. Scott was very charming when he was sober.

“Join us, darling. We were just talking about my writing and surely there’s nobody who knows it better than you.”

They passed the next while talking about Scott’s work; it was obvious the reporter was a fan. He seemed mesmerised to have the real life couple from Scott’s books in front of him. He drank them in; their shining eyes, polished clothes, careful gestures. Zelda’s laughter tinkled and Scott’s eyes shone as he gazed at his wife, the girl he had won.

Seeming to remember why he was here, the reporter asked, “So what’s Zelda like as a wife?”

“Oh she’s perfect,” Scott answered, raising her hand to his lips to kiss. Zelda smiled benignly at him.

“He’s being kind for you,” she threw in. “He really thinks I’m lazy as I’ve never washed a dish in my life. I’m hopeless at domesticity.”

“That’s not true,” he replied with great exaggeration, brushing her suggestion away with his pish posh tone. “Well, the domestic bit is true,” he conceded, as they all laughed. “But Zelda’s not lazy. She’s my greatest help; always ready to listen to a manuscript, no matter the hour. She helps me breathe life into my characters. And, she cleans the ice box once a week!”

They were utterly magnificent and by the time the reporter left, he was completely charmed. How could he not be? They were so passionately in love, so perfectly in sync. They had clearly been made for each other.

Which was true. What he didn’t realise, was that they had yet to figure out whether they had been made to improve each other or destroy.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Not long after the interview, Scott’s drinking reached new, terrifying heights. Anita Loos had come to Great Neck to join them for dinner. Scott began drinking long before she arrived that day. In fact, Zelda wasn’t sure he had stopped at all that week. By the time their guest was shrugging off her coat and commenting on their ‘lovely bolthole’, Scott was slurring his words and splashing bourbon on the floor.

Anita didn’t even try to hide her surprise. Zelda could only helplessly shrug in response when she turned to her, brows raised, Anita’s eyes shifting in Scott’s direction, asking a silent question that Zelda could not answer.

He finally lost it when Zelda said he should really not have any more as he went to open a new bottle of bourbon. He erupted in a rage like Zelda had never seen. He hurled insults at his wife, at Anita and spoke manically of those who were out to get him. At first, they remained sitting at the table, frozen with shock and fear. But when Scott picked up the water cooler and flung it across the room, barely missing Zelda’s head, Anita snapped into action. She jumped out of her seat and grabbed Zelda’s wrist, tugging her to her feet as a lit candelabra was hurled into a corner, sending candle wax spilling everywhere.

“Now I’m going to kill you too!” Scott roared as they turned to flee and in that moment, neither one of them doubted it. A water carafe crashed against the wall beside them.

Running into the hall, Anita said, “We have to get out of here.” Zelda’s eyes widened in thought and then realisation. Still holding hands, they slipped out the front door as Scott stalked behind them, the leg of lamb from dinner in his hand. They heard it hit the front door behind them.

Running the short distance to the Lardners, Zelda and Anita hammered on the door. It didn’t take long for Ellis to answer. “Zelda,” she began, but before she could get any further, she heard Scott’s roar and took in the women’s terrified faces. She bundled them in the door and locked it behind her, silently thanking God for the solid oak door.

Before she could even say anything, Scott came crashing into the door as if he had tried to run straight through it. He let out another roar—Zelda wasn’t sure if it was from pain or rage or both—and hammered himself against the wood again.

“He’s out of his mind!” Anita said, shaking as the shock overtook her body. “He is completely trashed, threatening to kill us. He’s insane!” she said, her hands clearly trembling before her.

Ellis took Anita in the sitting room to fix her a brandy as Ring appeared behind Zelda, silently. She wasn’t shaking but her face was distraught. She stood there silently as Scott barrelled himself against the door again and again, jumping with each thud of impact.

Ring walked to the door “Scott, Scott,” he yelled out.

Scott’s muffled reply returned a question. “Ring?”

“Scott, remember those guns I showed you out back?” Ring asked calmly, evenly.

“Yes,” Scott said, his voice clearly showing he didn’t know where this was going.

“If you don’t leave my porch, I’ll get one and blow your fucking brains out. You have twenty seconds,” Ring told him, still in that calm voice.

It took fifteen before they finally heard Scott move away, his footsteps becoming harder and harder to hear. Ring looked through the peephole.

“He’s gone,” he told Zelda as he put an arm around her shoulders. “You’ll stay here tonight. Let’s go get you a drink.”

Zelda returned home the next afternoon, but Scott wasn’t there. “Just run back over if you need us,” Ring said as him and Ellis waved her from the door.

Scott arrived home later that night. “Zelda,” he called out, his voice lost. He found her in their bed, a baseball bat by her side. Ring had given it to her.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he sobbed into her arms. After that, they never mentioned it again. It simply became part of their folklore. Another tale to add to the collection. Another hurt to bury inside.

*

Somehow, over the winter, Scott managed to put the finishing touches to The Vegetable, with Zelda’s help. One night, as they drank wine out their back garden, gazing at the stars above, a blanket wrapped around them both, Zelda had an idea for the second half of the play that was plaguing Scott.

“Turn it into a fantasy sequence,” she said as the thought arrived, clear as the night sky. “It gives you more freedom—anything can happen in a fantasy.”

Scott grinned and placed a hand on either side of her cheek, tilting her mouth up and kissing her. “By God, you’re brilliant.” Together, they spent the next few hours under the stars, rewriting the play and hopefully, Zelda thought, their future.

The play was published by Scribner’s in April, but it barely managed to sell 7,500 copies. Scott was disappointed, but Zelda did her best to buck up his spirits. “It’s a play, darling. It was always going to be a slow burn. Once it’s had a few runs on-stage, things will pick up.”

That summer, while not one of quiet and respite, wasn’t one of total chaos either. There were moments of peace and happiness eked out in the Long Island sunshine. They made friends with Ester Murphy—a wonderful artist whose family were terribly wealthy (they owned Mark Cross leather goods) and Tommy Hitchcock, who always made Zelda smile.

They had plenty of visitors, from Scott’s sweet Aunt Annabel who carefully brought a homemade pie with her all the way from the Midwest and doted on Zelda and Scottie with equal enthusiasm. Zelda, forever missing Minnie, lapped up the care and love that Annabel offered. While she was there, Scott tried to be on his best behaviour and curb his drinking, but the wild slipped out in him sometimes.

“That’s the Irish in him,” Annabel said to her one night after dinner, as Scott animatedly spoke to Ring about his new novel idea. “Scott hasn’t been able to say no to a drink since puberty.”

“Oh, he’s just… Scott,” Zelda said with a laugh, trailing off.

“He’s a drinker,” Annabel said, packing no punches. “And drinkers are selfish. They will take and take and take. Don’t let him take from you and Scottie.”

Max Perkins came down too, trying to light a fire under Scott to get some work done on his next novel.

“I will, Max, once The Vegetable has been sorted,” he replied to Max’s gentle nudging over dinner that Scott get some pages to him.

“Has there been any movement there?” Max asked, trying to stop his voice betraying the lack of fate he had in Scott’s play. In his opinion, The Vegetable had promise but it never fully realised it. It was obvious that Scott had no clear idea what he had wanted it to be and that came through in the writing. The twist into fantasy was a clever plot manoeuvre but it was difficult to grasp. Max thought it would be even more difficult to stage, which is what Scott seemed intent on doing.

“Sam Harris has agreed to produce and direct it. We’re going to start casting in the next few weeks,” Scott replied.

“Well, that’s great,” Max said, truly meaning it. “Keep me informed, I’ll try make it down for the opening.”

In July, Rosalind visited and was met by a similar scene to the one her parents had found the first time they visited Scott and Zelda; the chaotic leftovers of a party. People were half-dressed and sprawled on the lawn, across furniture. There was even someone passed out on the staircase. Rosalind had never seen so many empty bottles of liquor before. There were so many, in fact, someone had stacked them like bowling pins in the hallway and rolled a croquet ball at them, smashing two in the process.

“Rosalind, sweetheart!” Zelda said, sweeping down the staircase with all the grace of a grand dame at a ball. “It’s wonderful to see you!”

Rosalind embraced her sister, who hugged her back tightly in the gown she had obviously had on since the night before. She smelled of cigarettes and whiskey along with the apple scent of her shampoo. Beneath the weight of her sister’s arms, Zelda began to sob.

“Baby,” Rosalind said, calling Zelda by Minnie’s nickname. “What’s wrong?” she asked, as she patted her soft, golden hair.

“Nothing, nothing,” Zelda replied cheerfully from beneath her embrace. “I’m just happy to see you!”

Rosalind didn’t believe her. “Where’s Scott?” she asked stiffly, releasing her sister.

“He’s just having a lie down. As you can see,” she said, gesturing to the mess around her, “we had a late one last night. But Nanny should be down with Scottie soon. She’ll be so happy to see her Aunt Rosalind! How about we get some tea?” Zelda said, directing Rosalind towards the kitchen.

“Now I hope you’re not still cross with Scott about that wedding business,” she said as she sat a kettle onto boil. It was about the only domestic task she could complete. “It’s bad enough that Clothilde won’t let it go.”

None of the Sayres had been impressed with the sorry excuse of a wedding Scott had organised. Nor had their opinion improved of him since their marriage. “Of course not,” Rosalind lied sweetly. “Ancient history. I’ve even read his books, they’re quite good.”

Zelda beamed as if Rosalind had just told her the sun rose and set by her command. “Oh you have? That’s wonderful, Rosalind. He’ll be so happy to hear that.”

I bet he will, Rosalind thought. There was one topic Scott never bored of discussing: himself.

Over the weeks that Rosalind was there, she was distressed by what she saw. It was clear to her that Scott was an alcoholic. He simply couldn’t stop himself. She could count on her one hand the amount of waking hours he was sober every day and despite his efforts to be magnanimous and Zelda’s attempts to pretend all was harmonious, the toll his drinking was taking on the marriage was obvious.

She tried to press Zelda, when they were alone together, about what was going on and how she was feeling, but she would simply give Rosalind a Mona Lisa smile and tell her everything was fine, that Scott would quiet down. “All this work on the play has just made him a bit highly strung, he so desperately wants it to succeed,” Zelda would often say, her favourite excuse for his excessive drinking.

Rosalind bit her lip as she thought that if Scott found writing this difficult, he may want to find another profession.

One night, the three of them attended a party hosted by one of their friends. Rosalind found it impossible to remember all the names and faces of everyone who passed through the Fitzgerald home. There were simply too many.

They chatted, they drank, they danced and laughed. Finally, around 2am, the party started winding down and people began to depart. Rosalind was exhausted and Zelda didn’t look like she was far behind her. Only a few of the floating guests had decided they were in it for the long haul.

“Scott, let’s go,” Zelda said, searching for her coat among the minks and the blazers.

“I want to stay,” Scott said, pouting, a previously popped streamer draping off his shoulder.

“Well, we want to go, Rosalind and I,” Zelda said, pointedly.

But Scott couldn’t be bothered about keeping a pretence up. “I don’t care—I want to stay so I’m staying!” he said, pushing past Zelda to head back into the library, a bottle swinging from his hand along the way.

“You have the damn keys, Scott!” she yelled after him, but he didn’t stop. So Zelda took off after him, Rosalind following behind. She saw them standing at the doorway to the library, neither one noticing her. There was still music playing loudly and enough people milling around to make it difficult for Rosalind to hear what they were saying. But really, she didn’t need the words to know what was going on. Scott shoved his hands in his trouser pockets and swung his hips from side to side as Zelda tried to grab at him. When she did manage to hook her hand into one of the pockets, he roughly pushed her away. Anger flashed across her face and she shoved him right back, setting him back a few paces on his feet. A look of disgust across his face, he took the car keys out from his pocket and threw them down onto the floor, storming off into the library. It was only after Zelda scrambled to her feet, brushing a tear away, the keys clutched in her hand that she saw Rosalind.

They sat mainly in silence on the way home. The only words Zelda uttered as she drove were, “I never did want to marry him you know.” But Rosalind knew that wasn’t true—and that was Zelda’s problem. She had always wanted Scott. She still did. It was why it hurt so much.





Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Vegetable finally took to the stage at the Nixon Apollo Theatre in Atlantic City later that year. Scott and Zelda would soon wish it hadn’t.

The Lardners accompanied them and Max promised to make it down to the next showing. Little did he know, there wouldn’t be one. It was awful. It was awful in a way that one couldn’t quite place their finger on why it didn’t flow, they just knew it didn’t. The fantasy part that Zelda had helped Scott envision just didn’t work on stage. The essence that had formed in Zelda’s mind when she conceived it was so different to the staging before her that she had trouble connecting it with something of her own invention.

At the second intermission, Scott and Ring dove backstage and asked Ernest Treux who was playing the lead if he planned on staying for the rest of the show. Apparently gobsmacked, he replied, “Of course.”

“Right so. Well, we’re off. Good luck, old chap,” Scott said, before him and Ring dashed out to a bar down the street. They left Zelda and Ellis to watch the rest of the play while half the audience departed.

Neither of the wives even suggested searching for their husbands after they left the theatre. Both of them knew it was a futile mission.

When Scott did finally arrive home, he was full of liquor and rage. He tried taking it out on Zelda.

“It was a terrible idea to put the fantasy act in. The audience hated it,” he hissed in the rising morning sunlight to her as he sat on the bed and took off his shoes.

“They hated the whole damn thing, Scott. Don’t blame me on your shortcomings,” she snapped back. She waited for the reply, but it never came. Instead he fell onto his side and she felt him shaking as he cried. She rolled to him and wrapped her arms around him from behind. She held him as he sobbed until he finally wore himself out and fell asleep.

*

Scott tried to do rewrites on the play, with the possibility of restaging it and giving it another chance at life. But his heart, or focus, wasn’t in it and by late November, all talk of The Vegetable had ceased.

They had managed to glide their way back into debt through too much consumption of all the finest things. When their current dues hit $5,000, Scott committed himself to the chill box above the garage to write enough short stories to offset their money woes.

Zelda liked Scott like this, when he was writing. The shorts that were their bread and butter didn’t drain him of as much energy as his novels did. He would be pleased to see Zelda standing in the doorway, a smile and some conversation on offer to give him a break from unforgiving pages and the dictionary by his side. She would have the housekeeper make clam chowder soup and deliver it herself, Scott slurping off a spoon while she read over what he had written that morning.

In these periods, they were at their closest. A true partnership, an undefeatable team. Zelda was Scott’s biggest champion but she also told him when his work wasn’t up to scratch. She edited his manuscripts, helped him develop analogies and similes and could predict what kind of response each piece of writing would illicit. Her gut instincts were never wrong and he trusted her completely. When Scott was writing shorts, he curbed the drinking and mainly stayed in the house with her and Scottie. The benders would disappear and Zelda wouldn’t have cause to wonder where he was and what he was doing with God knows who. When they would tumble into bed at night and clasp each other, safe in their love’s arms, Zelda wondered if that’s what heaven was—being safe and loved in someone’s warm arms.

Zelda even wrote a bit, working on a piece about the movies and a starlet and the price Hollywood asked you to pay for success. But it was a work in progress and she didn’t submit it for publication. She wanted it just right.

That Christmas, they spent it with Ester Murphy, Gilbert Seldes, Dos Passos and Bunny Wilson and his wife since spring, Mary. Now that Scott had written all his shorts, he returned to his previous inebriated ways and Christmas passed with Zelda biting her lip, waiting for something to happen.

Despite a mammoth effort from Scott, he got 11 stories written that winter, their ends still wouldn’t seem to meet. They wanted too many fine things and the price they now had to pay for them was growing further and further beyond Scott’s income. The realisation that despite a herculean amount of work, Scott’s earnings weren’t enough to maintain a rich lifestyle, depressed him. Scott had always been an obsessive about money, in a way that Zelda simply wasn’t. Zelda had always been used to just being supported and her childhood, while not rich, was comfortably wealthy. Deprivation was something she knew nothing about. As a result, she approached money and spending with a secure ease; it would somehow get worked out, it always did for her.

But Scott lived in perpetual fear of their material decline. It would mean more than not living as lavishly as they wanted; it would mean he had failed. For many years, he had looked at those around him with a simmering envy—from the boys at boarding school to the men at Princeton—most of them had a level of wealth Scott could only dream of. They would never need to know the value of money, for it came from a continuously replenishing pot. But Scott knew the value of money and, therefore, his work. It currently wasn’t getting them very far in the US.

He began to talk to Zelda about the differences between the rich and the non-rich. “The truly wealthy are born with an arrogance they never shake off,” he told Zelda one night as they sipped homemade cocktails outback.

Zelda laughed. “You talk as if they’re a different breed.”

“In a way they are,” he said, in a pondering manner. “Do you think the Vanderbilts and their like are the same as us?”

“They’re human, aren’t they?” Zelda replied.

“Yes. But they have a security we’ll never have.”

“You mean money?” Zelda deadpanned. “Money isn’t very secure, it can always disappear. Bad gambles, bad debts.”

“Yes, well then, it’s something more than money they possess… it’s a place in the world, or something,” Scott replied, pulling his thoughts out like a knotted thread in his mind. Something was percolating in there.

As winter melted into spring, many of their friends left for Europe where the dollar was exceptionally strong after the war. When Zelda saw Scott reading the currency pages in the paper one morning, she saw suitcases in their future.

By April, it had been decided. They would say goodbye to their little Babbitt house and set sail for Paris. Although neither one of them were romantically enthralled with the place—their last visit when Zelda was pregnant with Scottie was still fresh in their minds—they couldn’t argue with the cost of living. The 7,000 they had left would stretch a lot further in France than anywhere in America. Besides, a change of scenery might be the thing to get Scott out of the damaging drinking patterns that Long Island had only exasperated. They bade farewell to their friends with promises of letters and trans-Atlantic visits. “You must come and stay with us!” Zelda told Ring and Ellis, “Once we have somewhere for you to stay!”

So they boarded the Minnewaska with a menagerie of luggage (including Scott’s entire collection of encyclopaedias) and the three Fitzgeralds stood on deck, breathing in the sea air and waving goodbye to their home country. They were once again vagabonds on the road, searching for somewhere new, something new.

In some ways, the journey felt like a honeymoon to Zelda. They were so full of hope and possibility, casting away the sodden, alcohol-laden shores of Long Island and sailing away to a fresh start.

It took them ten days to cross the Atlantic and after they arrived in Paris, they quickly found an apartment they settled into. They set about finding Tess Murphy, one of the many Americans who had previously departed and she invited them to her home on Quai de Grand Augustins to catch up and welcome them to Paris.

“Mes Amis!” she declared gaily, opening the door to Zelda, Scott and little Scottie standing, sucking her thumb between them. “Welcome to Paris!”

Zelda was always struck by Tess’s elegance whenever she saw her. Although rather mannish in appearance, she carried herself with great grace and poise. But it was her mind that was her most attractive asset; quick and expansive, Tess was never short of a conversation. Thanks to her expansive knowledge, there was so much to converse about. Married now to some grandson or nephew to a forgotten US President, Tess had settled happily into life in Paris.

They settled down to tea and Tess introduced them to her brother, Gerald, whom they hadn’t heard much about. She had mainly spoken of Fred, three years Gerald’s junior.

“How is Fred? We would love to meet him,” Zelda asked, after making polite conversation with Gerald over sips of tea. For a moment, both Tess and Gerald were silent and a cloud passed as Tess took a deep drag of her cigarette. “Convalescing, at the moment,” Tess finally replied, before changing the subject to the latest exhibition on at the Louvre. But Zelda was no fool. She saw the look pass between the siblings and knew she was only getting half the story.

Zelda’s mind, wandering off, was brought back to the conversation when Tess animatedly announced, “You must meet the Murphys! You’ll love them!”

“Well, Tess, any friend of yours is a soon-to-be friend of ours,” Scott said warmly, turning to Zelda.

“Absolutely,” Zelda added. “Why don’t we set up a dinner?”

A few nights later, they dined with the Murphys at their beautiful apartment that was a stone’s throw away from Tess’s. Zelda watched as Scott openly gaped at the lavish display of wealth before them as Sara and her husband Gerald took them on a tour.

A 16th century building, their home was spread over two floors and took in spectacular views of the city. Even in Paris, with the dollar so strong, such places didn’t come cheap. “They’re clearly from money,” Scott whispered to Zelda as they made their way to the dining room for dinner.

Zelda took an instant like to the Murphys and mentally thanked Tess for the introduction. With her long hair and soft face, she felt immediately at ease with Sara who radiated a warm, motherly aura. She spoke softly and laughed deeply and Zelda found herself fascinated as Sara told her about her current studies. She was working with Natalia Goncharova, the first female set designer for the Ballets Russes, the famous Russian ballet company which had taken up residence in Paris.

“I’m forever finding flecks of paint and plaster in my hair, but it’s thoroughly worth it,” Sara said, sipping on her wine.

“I’m terribly envious,” Zelda confessed. “I’ve loved ballet since I was a little girl, I’m very excited to get to see the Russes while we’re here.”

“Why, we’re going to a performance this weekend, you must come with us,” Sara said gripping Zelda’s hand. “It’s tremendously good fun and there’s always a bit of a do afterwards.”

The Fitzgeralds left the Murphys’ apartment that night in the early hours, utterly entranced by this seemingly perfect couple.

That weekend, Zelda saw the Ballet Russes perform for the first time. Scott found the performance charming in its own way, but he was far more interested in watching it through Zelda’s face. Her expression was a performance in itself; a changing demonstration of the wonder and beauty at what lay before them, her eyes shining through the dark conclave of the audience.

For Zelda, it was a transformative experience; an elaborate amalgam, a symphony of senses. The blending of the music, art and choreography infused her mind, stirring something inside her. The dancers, lean yet muscular, were a perfect expression of human movement—each jump and twirl carried out with surgical precision, their faces impenetrable as they lost themselves in their art.

Afterwards, the Murphys and the Fitzgeralds joined the cast and crew at a nearby bar for wine and post-mortems. Sara introduced Zelda to the director, Sergei Diaghilev, and when he asked her what she had thought of the performance, for once, Zelda was momentarily lost for words. So instead, she lowered her head, dipped into a curtsey and said, “A triumph, Mr Diaghilev. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful.”

Lifting her chin, he smiled at her, saying to Sara, “Where did you find this most charming one?”

Zelda spent most of the night talking ballet and art with the dancers, fascinated by their tales of dedication to their craft and the intensive schedule they stuck to in order to execute it. She cursed her own decision to give up ballet when she was eighteen, bored with the lessons and recitals. Maybe if she hadn’t, she could be dancing in a professional troupe now. She said as much to Scott as they fuzzily and drunkenly made their way home later.

’“I’ve no discipline!” she declared, swinging herself around a lamppost, her free arm outstretched.

“That’s true,” Scott added as he balanced himself against the closed rails of a shop.

“I could’ve been a dancer! I was good!” she said, forlornly.

“The best!” Scott agreed, as Zelda let go of the lamppost and did an awkward plié over to him, locking her arm through his.

“It was a wonderful night, wasn’t it, Goofo?” she said, in a happy fog of alcohol.

“Wonderful,” he agreed, “just like you,” he said, kissing her cheek. “I heard quite a strange thing about Gerald,” he suddenly announced.

“Oh?” Zelda inquired, half-listening, her mind imagining her onstage with the Ballet Russes.

“Yes. Well, apparently, he’s more fond of the chaps than he is woman,” Scott slurred out.

That got Zelda’s attention. “What, he’s a fairy?” Zelda asked. “He can’t be, he’s married. They’ve got children!”

“I’m just telling you what I heard,” Scott said with a shrug of his shoulders. “You must have heard wrong or else someone got the wrong end of the stick,” she said, thinking of how affectionate Gerald was to Sara as he folded her in her wrap and kissed the top of her head before they embarked into the night air.

“Sara and Gerald have the perfect marriage,” Zelda said firmly, putting an end to that conversation.





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Zelda took to Paris like a duck to water. The city was so different from their last visit. Now, it was a cacophony of life. There was so much to see and do, Zelda wondered how anyone could ever be bored here. Scott locked himself away in the little study he had fashioned in their apartment and for once, Zelda didn’t mind; she had a whole city to entertain her. Most days, she met up with friends, her circle widening with each week. They would have lunch, visit exhibitions, ramble the streets of Paris discussing the beautiful architecture or simply watch Scottie feed the ducks as they spoke about life and poetry and beauty.

In the evenings, Scott and her would travel from bar to bar, party to party, constantly in the pursuit of more. More what, they didn’t ask themselves; they just always wanted more. One night, they stood underneath the window to the Murphys’ apartment, whistling and throwing stones and asking them to come out and play. When they got no response, Zelda yelled, slurring, “We’re going home on the Lusitania tomorrow, you have to join us for drinks!” After continued silence, they got bored and finally left. The next day, they received a telegram from the Murphys.

“As much as we love you, the next time you stand underneath our window at 3am, screaming and throwing stones, we’re going to have Parisian firemen come and hose you down. Love, Sara and Gerald.”

Zelda relished in her new independence, delighting that she no longer solely depended on Scott for her stimulation and attention. Men were still attracted to her, still wanted to dance with her and write poetry in her honour and Zelda took full advantage of their romantic spirit. She carried on the same way she had in New York at the beginning of their marriage. Except now, Scott didn’t seem as fond of the game they played.

He flirted with women badly when he was drunk, which was often. His sloppy passes and whiskey breath not causing them to become enchanted. He had been prone to bouts of jealousy before, usually when he felt Zelda was being too encouraging to some men, like Nathan back in the day. But now, his feathers were ruffled as soon as Zelda danced with another man.

As the days became warmer and spring moved into summer, the Murphys got ready to head to Antibes. Cole Porter had discovered it and introduced them to its hot days and cool nights and now, they started a new tradition of leaving Paris once the school semester finished. They had even bought a villa there that they were in the middle of refurbishing so they stayed at the Hotel Du Cap. They had encouraged the Fitzgeralds to come with them several times, once they swore they wouldn’t throw any stones at their window in the middle of the night, but Zelda hadn’t given much thought to it.

That is, until Scott announced one night, just before they went asleep, that he thought they should go.

“You want to leave Paris?” she groaned. “We’ve just arrived!”

“Just for a few months, Zelda. Just so I can get some writing done,” Scott said, pleadingly.

She rolled over to face him. “Why can’t you write here, in Paris? You have your study.”

“There’s too many distractions,” he grumbled, annoyed. “There’s noise from the other apartments and then you’re off galavanting during the day and I don’t know where you are or who you’re with.”

“Really,” she said, exasperated. “You complain when I’m here, interrupting your creative process and saying I’m too demanding of you. Then you’re unhappy when I’m not here!”

“I’m only jesting about your galavanting,” he said, but Zelda knew he wasn’t. What Scott wanted was for her to sit in the apartment quietly all day, waiting for him to finish writing. He never did like the idea of people having fun without him. Especially her. He didn’t want her doing anything without him.

But Zelda never could sit quietly. He didn’t seem to understand the speed and pace with which her mind raced, she couldn’t control it. She needed constant stimulation, something new to see and do, just to try and calm it. There were some days she woke with a rabid insistence from her mind that she do something, say something, entertain or be entertained right that very moment. Her brain required it, she couldn’t stop it.

“But I’m not jesting about Antibes,” he added, pulling her closer. “I think it would be good, for both of us. We can find a villa, I can write, you can swim, Scottie will love living beside the sea,” he said, painting an idyllic picture.

“I don’t know, Scott,” she said, breathing in his scent and resting her cheek into the dip in his chest where it fit so well. “Let me think about it.”

“Of course,” he said, running his hand up and down her back.

But he didn’t let her think; he brought it up daily, extolling the virtues of the Riviera, speaking in an awed tone of the villa they could get for a pittance, of how good it would be for Scottie to spend time away from a city until finally, Zelda gave in.

They were on the move. Again.

*

They finally settled on St Raphael to stay and checked into the Hotel des Deux Mondes on Avenue de l’opéra.

“We should set a challenge of not getting ourselves kicked out of this one,” Zelda suggested cheerfully as the bellhop travelled up and done the floors, moving their considerable amount of luggage from lobby to room.

They met up with John Peale Bishop and his wife Margaret at Armenonville.

“You brought Scottie with you?” he asked, surprised, as he kissed Zelda on the cheek.

“We’re still interviewing nannies, so we had no choice,” she explained, with a shrug of her shoulders.

John marvelled at the Fitzgeralds, seemingly oblivious to the obvious problems of bringing a child to an upmarket restaurant. Upon finding out that there wasn’t soup or sandwiches on the menu, Scott instructed their waiter to get the chef to ‘rustle something up’ for a 3-year-old and then gave Scottie the lace out of his shoe to play with.

They found a place to their liking—Villa Marie—and soon acquired a nanny, a cook and a housekeeper to join them in their new abode. To Zelda, it was beautiful but boring. And Zelda couldn’t stand to be bored.

She would enter Scott’s study, throwing herself into the rocking chair by the window or draping herself across his desk, forcing him to pay attention to her.

“I’m bored, Goofo. Let’s call up some people and go into town,” she said, clapping her hands together at the genius of her thought.

“I can’t, Zelda, I really need to whip this chapter into shape. It’s the foundation of the whole story,” he said, nudging her hip off the side of the desk.

“Do it later,” she said, tugging at his shirt sleeves. “Come on, I’ve got itchy feet.”

“You go, bring Scottie, make it a girls’ day,” he said, grabbing his paper and pencil and turning away from her.

“Scooooottt,” she whined into his ear, nuzzling his neck.

“For God’s sake, Zelda, I’m trying to work!” he finally snapped at her. She stood there, her bottom lip pushed out, a child reprimanded.

“Don’t you want me?” she asked, her eyes wide, dancing.

“I want to finish this chapter,” he said, pushing himself back to his desk and resuming writing.

“I don’t understand why you don’t just write a few short stories. They come a lot easier to you and you’re not nearly as ill-tempered,” she said haughtily.

When Zelda didn’t get a response she left, slamming the door on the way out for good measure. Scott looked back to his notes, but it was useless, he had lost his train of thought. He picked the book up beside him and threw it against the wall. Zelda was impossible. It was always the same pattern; whenever he was working on a book, her neediness came out in full force.

She never understood the discipline and focus it took him to craft his novels. Zelda couldn’t understand, as she said, why he didn’t just write short stories. But Scott wanted to prove himself with this book. It was going to be the thing that made him a literary success, as well as a popular one. He envisioned it being the great American novel; to be talked about and read for generations to come. The prose had to be nurtured; to blossom inside his mind, before bit by bit, it dropped out through a pencil nib, forming words and passages on the page. Then, he would ruthlessly mine and cut it—erasing and rewriting and pruning and sharpening until everything sang in harmony together.

Why couldn’t she get that? Short stories were nothing—they were flights of thought, like a frog hopping from one lily pad to the next. They weren’t an art, they didn’t require suffering. Novels were labour. They were beasts you conquered over and over.

He couldn’t have this all summer. He had brought them here so he could have some peace and not be disturbed or have to wonder what Zelda was getting up to. Why couldn’t she just do what other wives did when their husbands were working? Why did she have to be so demanding? Why couldn’t she just find something to occupy her time and leave him be?





Chapter Thirty

A few weeks later

It was his own fault, Zelda thought, as she changed for dinner, the warm glow of how she had spent the afternoon still lingering on her skin. What did Scott think was going to happen? She was young, attractive, appealing. She needed stimulation. Attention. None of which Scott had been giving her all this summer. Saint-Raphaël was beautiful. The Mediterranean sun restored Zelda in a way that the cold skies of Minnesota would never have been able to do. As the weight fell from her hips and from her mind, Zelda made a journey back towards her old self; a daring Southern belle with a brain full of opinions and a mouth full of wit. And Scott didn’t even notice.

He was too absorbed in his work. Even when they went out with friends—mainly the Murphys, much more understanding of Scott’s artistic temperament—all he could talk about was his book and by extension, himself. Was it always this way? Zelda wondered, casting her mind back to their early days in New York.

Sure, Scott had always spoken about his work. What he was writing, what he hoped to write, what people said about his writing. But… it didn’t seem as self-involved as this new incarnation of discussion. He didn’t only talk about his writing. They talked about books and music, passion and meaning and the best gin cocktails to make and animated dissections of Marilyn Miller’s latest role or the clever ad campaign that Alex had just come up with. They were Flappers and Philosophers and they were setting the world on fire.

They had all grown up, a little, of course. It was only natural. Their lives had changed them. Being a wife and mother had changed Zelda. But she didn’t think it had changed her for the worse. She wasn’t so sure about Scott anymore.

He alternated between great discipline and great disorder. He could spend days working on the book. She would pass by his study and hear the scratch of his pencil on the paper, the seagulls outside his window impervious to the work going on inside—and he to them. He didn’t drink, he ate little at meals and committed himself to his phrases and metaphors with seemingly no notice of anything else. In many ways, Zelda respected it. It reminded her of the months before their marriage. Selling stories left and right, his self-respect for his work a huge source of her admiration for him.

But did he have to be so cold? she thought as he sat at the dinner table, nibbling at his dinner like a bird, ignorant of Scottie’s jabbering or Zelda’s frowning. She would try to keep the conversation light, providing observations of those they had met, making plans and predictions of those they had yet to meet. But nothing penetrated.

“Hmm, yes, splendid,” he would reply, not knowing at all what he was replying to. It was maddening.

Then, the disorder would come. When he would start drinking before lunch and be a complete mess by dinner. He would abandon his work, his sense of reason and demand that she put on a dress and some lipstick; that they round up the Murphys or the Porters or hell, anyone at all who was around and interested in the offers of the night. He would drive them recklessly, drunkenly, to the local town for more drinks. To the casino, to Villa America. To anywhere he could drink and ignore her desperate looks.

She hated him the most like this. His weakness and sloppiness. She had lost count of the amount of times he had physically caused her toes to curl in embarrassment; of the times she had been asked to please, get him out of wherever they were.

Sometimes she joined him in his destruction. Downing the gin as if it was the only thing keeping her alive. Sometimes, she felt as if she were watching it all from high above. Scott and Zelda, the Golden Couple—doing what they always did—having a good time. Except, they weren’t having a good time anymore. They weren’t exciting or refreshing. They were desperate. She felt as if they were trying to return to a time, to a place of happiness that no longer existed.

So, it was his fault. Between his neglect of her and his insistence that Scottie spend most of her time with the nanny, Zelda was alone. Scott had no faith in Zelda’s ability to raise their daughter with any sense of boundaries or restraint and while Zelda couldn’t deny the charge, she longed for her daughter all the time. The initial feelings of detachment she had experienced in the months after Scottie’s birth as she failed to settle into her maternal role had melted with the winter snow. Her soft child, her bundle of plodding legs and beaming smiles, was her moon and stars. She gobbled up the time they now spent together, always hungry for more. As she waited for the hours to pass until the evening when she could be with her daughter, Zelda went to the beach beside their villa. She had always loved the water, from the sticky mud pools of Alabama to the rolling shores of Great Neck, she had never met a body of water she didn’t want to jump into.

She would bring her books and her sketchpads, her mat and her curious eyes and spend hours under the Mediterranean sun or diving through the salty sea. At first she was alone, reading poetry and shutting her eyes, the heat and Kipling’s imagery lulling her to sleep. Then, some of the pilots Scott and herself had met at the Casino; Rene, Bobbe and Edouard. Their aviation training was mainly at night, so their days, like hers, were free for distraction. Their English wasn’t great and Zelda’s French still left a lot to be desired. Half the problem was her accent; she knew she was saying the right word, but their ears couldn’t distinguish it with her Alabama twang. Never mind, they enjoyed looking at her. Edouard the most.

Soon, he started coming down earlier than the others. Twenty minutes, a half hour. A slice of time he eked out to place his mat next to Zelda’s as they tried to put together a conversation. Not that she really needed one. It was just nice not to be alone.

It was also nice to catch his appreciative gazes at her firm, golden body. Swimming in the sea had toned the last of her pregnancy belly and she was as sleek and lithe as she had been when she got married. Her skin turned a deep brown and sun bleached strands flecked her blonde hair. Although Edouard wasn’t always sure of what she was saying, he sure understood how she was saying it. The spark in her eye, the upward curl of her lips. She was a vision.

Zelda knew desire when she saw it. Men had been looking at her like that all her life.

She was never quite sure whether Edouard said something or whether Rene and Bobbe put two and two together, but more often than not, it would be her and Edouard left on the beach together. Exploring each other’s minds with their broken conversations and exploring each other’s bodies with their hungry gazes.

Zelda felt a basal, primal attraction to him. He had a square jaw, always clean-shaven. His brown eyes were deep and thoughtful; amber in some lights, the blackest of coffee in others. He was lean but muscular, and Zelda wondered what it would be like to press herself up against that body. To feel the heat of him against her, to have his arm envelop her. Edouard rarely drank and when he did, he never got drunk. Sometimes, he would come out to the casino or a tavern with her as Scott liberally sampled the local vin or gin or whatever was going. Edouard would nurse a drink for hours on end, finding gazing at Zelda far more interesting than what was in his glass.

Scott would mock him for it, increasingly as the night went on. “Whaddya think that is, the blood of Christ?” he would say, slurring his words, gesturing to Edouard’s red wine, barely touched. “Are yaa man or mouse?” he’d continue, lighting a cigarette only to drop it out of his mouth.

“Scott needs everyone to be drinking as heavily as him so he doesn’t feel bad for his own consumption,” she would say sweetly, turning to face the man she had once adored.

“And Zelda needs to pretend like she’s more than just an ornament,” Scott would fire back, smiling just as sweetly at her. It was a routine they had perfected; the trading of passive-aggressive insults, the simmering disgust. The spite bubbling just below the surface.

So, it really was all his fault what happened, Zelda told herself once again.

*

It was after one such occasion that Edouard came down to the beach early the next day. She felt a shadow pass over her and opened her eyes to see where the sun had gone, when there he was. Standing before her in all his glory. It was particularly hot that day and Edouard had no shirt on. She could see the fine lines of his form, the gentle trail of dark hair disappearing beneath the waistband of his shorts. As she took in the tightness of his stomach, she couldn’t help but compare it unfavourably to the increasingly rounded and soft paunch that Scott had developed in recent months.

Before she could even greet him, he said, “Your husband. He doesn’t treat you very nice.”

A number of witty comebacks and deflections flew through Zelda’s mind. But why bother? she thought. Why keep up the facade?

“No,” she replied. “He doesn’t. We aren’t very nice to each other.”

“Why?” Edouard asked, his brown eyes searching her grey-green ones.

“I don’t think we like each other very much anymore,” she said, with a lack of emotion that surprised even her.

He dropped to his knees beside her on her mat. “Who do you like?” he asked, in almost a whisper, his eyes downcast to the sand.

Zelda knew she had two choices. The one she should make and the one she wanted to make. She let Edouard’s question hang in the air, licking her lips and pursing them together as she considered what to do. But there wasn’t really much considering to be done; when given a choice between should and want, Zelda had always chosen want.

She leaned across to him, her upper arm pressed against his chest. Lifting her chin, she let her breath sit on his neck like she had done to Scott all those years ago. “You,” she whispered. “I want you.”

*

The first time was in the changing rooms, the nearest place for discretion and privacy. The beach wasn’t a tourist attraction and it was so early in the day but there was still the risk that someone might walk in on them, the urgency of being caught.

He had said nothing, but grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet, taking off, almost dragging her behind him. Zelda’s heart was racing.

He headed for the wooden building, just a little further up the beach. Inside, it was cool and the only light came through in slits from the hay thatched roof. The ground was sand and Zelda could not help but think of the threshold she was crossing as her left foot lifted out of the warm, sun-kissed sand while her right one stood in the cool, damp of the hut.

The saloon-style door swung behind her and Zelda could hear the crashing waves, the seagulls above, the beat of her heart. Before she even knew what was happening, they were together. Their kisses insistent, desperate. Edouard pulling off her swimming costume as he pressed her against the wall. She pushed against him and abandoned herself to the salty taste of his lips, his warm hand running up the inside of her thigh.

*

After the first time, she felt guilty. Later that evening, as she played with Scottie, she worried that she would smell it off her. The sex, the wanton desire. Would Scott be able to look at her and sense it?

It wasn’t the first infidelity in their marriage, but it was her first one. She had danced with the line before, teasing and toying with men like they were marionette puppets. But she had never walked down that road. Until Edouard.

Over dinner that night, she dared Scott to comment. She knew her eyes shone, she jutted her chin out defiantly and talked with such gaiety and her laughter rang out so often, Scottie turned around and said, “Mama happy,” clapping her hands. Scott pushed peas around his place, his eyes and mind fixated far away, on something she could not see. He doesn’t sense anything, she thought. He doesn’t even notice me. So she mentally began to plot her next assignation with Edouard.

*

Her affair fell into a routine of ease and intimacy very quickly. Initially, they kept their trysts on the beach. They used the bathing hut and also made love in a tall patch of seagrass they found further up the coast on a walk one day. He even took her in the sea one day, suddenly, unexpectedly; waves rolling inside and around Zelda, a pleasure previously unknown to her.

It only took a few weeks for her to fall in love. It took Edouard even less. He was already half there when he kissed her for the first time; everything else that followed did nothing to dissuade him of the belief that she was the one for him.

It’s only physical for us, Zelda thought. Yes, we’re having an affair. But it isn’t tawdry. It isn’t pedestrian. He stimulated her brain as well as her body.

They spent hours talking, exploring each other’s minds. As the days rolled into weeks, their conversation took the shape of a private language, shared only between them. He began to understand the nuance of her accent and her vocabulary improved exponentially. They walked for miles on the coast, speaking of the world and thinking and teasing philosophies aloud. Edouard was passionate about so many things; but most of all, Zelda.

He spoke with such spirit and romance about flying, it made Zelda want to take to the skies immediately. She wanted to feel that freedom and abandon he described. She wanted the clouds to float through her hair and to see if she could get closer to the sun than Icarus.

Edouard encouraged her dreaming. He said he would take her up in his plane as soon as he could. They had to tread carefully. She was a married woman, questions would be asked if he brought her to the base, to show off his planes and his flying skills. There would be talk.

“I don’t give a damn!” she proclaimed, taking his face in her hands. “I don’t care who knows!”

“Does that mean you would leave your husband? For me?” Edouard asked with such joy and excitement. The question caught Zelda off guard. She had been simply enjoying their romance, living from one kiss to the next. It reminded her of being a young girl, running around Montgomery, in pursuit of the next passionate thrill. She hadn’t considered leaving Scott.

But now that he had asked, it was like peeling the skin off an orange. The very suggestion, the possibility, lay bare to see and the tempting scent filled her nostrils.

She ran off into the waves, diving in head first to avoid answering him. But his question rang in her ears. “Does that mean you would leave your husband? For me?”

*

Two weeks later, they lay in the postcoital glow of their lovemaking in Edouard’s tiny bachelor apartment. The first time she had gone there, Zelda was surprised by how clean it was.

“Do you have a maid?” she asked, only half-teasing, wiping her finger along his window sill.

He laughed. “None, no. I’m a tidy person. If my rooms are cluttered, I feel like my mind is cluttered,” he explained, pouring her the glass of wine she had requested. She was a bit nervous. Going to his apartment signalled another move in the game of chess they were playing, but she wasn’t sure whether this made her more powerful or less.

“Lord, maybe that’s what’s wrong with me. Our housemaid always says she can plot my trails around the house from the abandoned clothes and empty glasses!” Zelda said, shrugging off the long beaded shawl she had wrapped around her arms. Underneath, she wore a delicate creation of lace and sheer netting panels. It didn’t specifically show anything, but it suggested a lot. She had bought it the day before, especially for him.

Edouard took her in, head to toe. She could feel the air shift, an electric charge jolt between the two of them.

“Would you like to abandon some more clothes?” he asked, before striding towards her. That time, she forgot all about the wine.

Now, as she lay there in his arms, their legs tangled together and the barest whisper of a breeze floating in the open window, Zelda knew she couldn’t carry on with Scott any longer. Not just because she loved Edouard—although she did—but because when a bird escapes its cage, the open sky is just too inviting to ever leave.

Over the last six weeks, she had felt a metamorphosis in herself. Not the brave, devil-may-care girl that had gone off to New York and not the larger than life wife of the literary genius. The muse. She felt a lightness in her bones that hadn’t been there in years. She didn’t feel the need to show off with Edouard. She could just be; letting her thoughts and jokes and observations flow when they wanted. But also, sitting in silence with him, just being. For the first time in her adult life, she could just be. She didn’t need to perform, to project a magnified version of herself. This was the new Zelda. Still as clever, still as vivacious, but as she wanted. On her own terms.

She began to think of her desires. Not just those of the lover whose arms were around her, but her own. What did she, Zelda Sayre, want? she thought. She wasn’t quite sure. She wanted to do something creative. She wanted to leave a great big kiss on the world, long after she was gone. She wanted to feel fulfilled and be more than something to be peered at. Was that writing? Painting? What about her ballet, she had loved that. She needed to do something for her, outside of being a mother, a wife, a muse, a lover, a friend, a flapper. She needed to be Zelda.

She turned to face Edouard. His breathing had evened and he was on the brink of sleep.

“I love you,” she said, startling him awake. “And I’m telling Scott tonight. I’m leaving him.”

“Oh, mon dieu! Mon amour, mon amour,” he said, over and over, covering her face, her arms, her legs in kissing—Zelda, laughing, kicking her legs in the air at his ticklish pecks on her hips, completely content and eager for the future.





Chapter Thirty-One

Zelda watched Scott with detachment over dinner. He was more animated than usual, shovelling his dinner into his mouth, the gaps between his eating full of book talk.

“I really think I cracked it, darling. It was so hard getting the pace and the tone right. I really wanted this intensity to build from the moment they leave East Egg—all the way into the city, through the hotel and all that. It couldn’t be obvious but it needed to be suffocating, if you know what I mean,” he said very quickly as if it were all one long sentence. For once, Zelda was the one pushing her food around the plate, her mind a million miles away.

She knew what she needed to do. She hadn’t changed her mind from earlier, leaving Edouard on his doorstep, with kisses and promises of her speedy return. “I’ll call tonight, if I can,” she promised him. “But if not, I’ll meet you at the café tomorrow.”

Zelda stood up from the table and walked out into the hallway. “Nanny, can you take Scottie and get her ready for bed?” She heard the clack of Nanny’s heels making her way down the stairs.

“Certainly, Mrs Fitzgerald,” she replied.

Zelda wasn’t entirely sure Scott had even noticed her absence when she returned to the dining room, as his monologue hadn’t slowed. Silently she sat down, not even looking at Scottie. She knew that what she was about to do would hurt her daughter the most. She hoped that when she was older and understood life a little better, she would forgive her.

“Are you all right?” Scott asked, suddenly realising she hadn’t actually really been paying attention to his ramblings. “You’re a bit subdued. Did you get too much sun?” he said, reaching his hand across the table towards hers. It was the most affectionate he had been in weeks. Nanny caught her eye as Zelda pulled her hand away from her husband’s and down into her lap.

“Thank you, Nanny. Can you read her a story tonight?” Zelda asked calmly.

“Of course,” she replied. “Say goodnight to Mama and Papa, Scottie,” Nanny instructed, in the same manner as if she were telling Scottie to eat her vegetables.

Zelda leaned down and felt the soft, pudgy arms of her daughter wrap around her neck. “G’night Mama. Kisses!” she said, air kissing her on each cheek. She had been doing it all summer, very much taken with the continental style of greeting. Zelda felt the tears sting at her eyes.

“Goodnight, my pumpkin. Mama loves you.”

Scottie repeated the goodbye with Scott and for the first time in ages, he fully gave her his attention in his goodnight. He knows something’s going on, Zelda thought.

She gave it a minute after they left the room, looking out the window at the dusky evening sky. An indigo backdrop streaked with pinks and lavenders. She turned to Scott.

“I’m leaving you, Goofo. I want a divorce.”

*

Zelda hadn’t expected him to embrace the suggestion, but she had not been prepared for what came next.

“What?” Scott said, his neck reeling backwards onto his shoulders after she spoke. “A divorce? You want a divorce? Why?” he asked incredulously. She stood up, walking away from the table towards the window.

“Why? Because I’m not happy, Scott. Because we don’t work anymore.”

“I know I’ve been a bit preoccupied with the book, darling. But that won’t last forever. I really think I’m close with this one, to getting everything we’ve ever wanted,” he said, walking up behind her and placing his hands on her shoulders.

“You mean everything you have ever wanted!” she threw at him, dashing across the room away from him.

“Don’t try to rewrite history, Zelda. I won’t stand for it,” he barked back, his anger beginning to emerge. “We wanted this. The fame, the lifestyle. I didn’t hear you complaining when you got your furs and trinkets and your homes across the world!”

“Except they are not our homes, Scott! They belong to other people! Just like our lives!” she yelled at him. “You trade our existence for this immortality you seek. You spend money as soon as you have it, I never know if we’ll be dining at The Ritz or scratching at the breadline from one week to the next!”

“You have never wanted for anything!” he retorted, dismissing her claims.

“I’ve wanted for you!” she screamed, her voice ringing out through the room.

She took off for their bedroom, not wanting to cry in front of him. The pain of the years had descended upon her. The fights and making up, the fear and instability, the absurdity and extravagance of their world. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed before Scott appeared. Hangdog expression, standing in their doorway. Looking upon her with apology. He closed the door softly behind him, before settling himself on his knees in front of her.

“Darling, I’m sorry. I know I’ve been a bit absentee this summer. I just… this damn book… but I will try harder…” he said, her hands hanging limply in his grasping ones.

Oh Lord, she thought, he doesn’t get it. He thought this was a variation on a theme; Zelda’s request for a divorce was simply the latest extreme of their kiss and make-up scenario.

“I’m in love with somebody else,” she said, definitively.

He dropped her hands and she looked upon his face; the face that had once made her heart race the fastest, the face that had convinced her to throw her lot in with him. That face now looked as if it had been struck.

“What?” Scott said, barely above a whisper.

Zelda got up, walking away from him, towards the window again. Maybe if she looked at that indigo sky, if she held onto the freedom and clouds that awaited for her after she got through this part, it would be easier.

With her back to him, she began. “I’m in love with somebody else. Edouard Jourdan, in fact. We’ve been… spending time together and well, I’ve fallen for him. And he’s fallen for me.”

She turned back to him, knowing she had to look him in the eye for her next few words. “I’m leaving you, Scott. I’m not in love with you anymore. I want a divorce.”

He was still in the same position he had took when he dropped to his knees beside her. Except now that she was missing from sitting on the bedside, it almost seemed as if he were praying. Perhaps he was.

Rising to his feet, he turned to her. “Liar!” he hissed across the room. The word stung her.

“What? I’m not lying, Scott. I’m—” she began, but he interrupted her again.

“You are in love with me. That’s what you can’t stand,” he said, now beginning a manic pace around their room.

“Scott, you’re delusional,” she said, wondering if this was the beginning of his descent into madness. He had a wide-eyed, rabid look on his face that she had only ever seen on hunted animals.

“It’s all right—I can’t stand it about you at times. Being in love with you. It’s exhausting. But you can’t leave me, Zelda. You can’t. You see, I told you in Montgomery all those years ago—you belong to me. And I to you. You cannot end that,” he said, with a sudden glee across his face. As if he had solved one of the problems of his book, the difficulty in writing suddenly solved by clever quips and perfect phrase.

“Just watch me,” she said, storming towards the closet beside the bedroom. She had no suitcase—she would ask the housekeeper to root one out for her later—but she began taking dresses and coats out of the wardrobe, still on their hangers and flinging them onto a chaise lounge in the corner. It was mainly for dramatic effect. She only needed a few immediate things and she couldn’t see herself needing a fur coat in the next week, yet it had ended up in the pile.

Scott, rather comically, began grabbing them and slotting them back into the wardrobe. Had it been any other situation—or indeed, any other people involved—Zelda would have found it endlessly hilarious. As it was, she just found it endlessly sad.

“Stop this, Zelda, stop this nonsense. I won’t stand for it,” Scott said, as he carried a pile of her dresses across the room, not even bothering to hang them back up when he got to the wardrobe. He simply stuffed them into the bottom.

“You don’t have to stand for it, Scott. You don’t have to stand for anything to do with me anymore! It’s not fun anymore—I want out!” she yelled at him.

“Oh, it’s not fun anymore? You want out? You’re still just a silly, selfish child, aren’t you!” he charged back. “My God, Zelda. Are you ever going to grow up?”

“You’re a fine one to talk!” she retorted. “Who was it that dropped their pants and showed their backside to that guy the other week who said your novels were overrated!”

But he didn’t even seem to notice what she said. Or maybe, he didn’t care. Scott had the bit between his teeth and he wasn’t going to give in.

“You are a self-centred, demanding creature of your mother’s design and you always have been!” he said. “My God, don’t you see what I’m trying to do? What I’m trying to create? Not just for myself, but for all of us! For you and Scottie. To give you the fine things you need!”

“I didn’t need any of this,” Zelda said, gesturing at the clothes and house around her. “I needed you.”

“Ha! Don’t make me laugh, darling,” Scott continued, his cruelty and anger plainly rising. “You might like to pretend that you would have been perfectly happy without the money and the parties and the glamour, but you wouldn’t. You wouldn’t even marry me until my prospects improved!”

“That wasn’t it and you know it,” she growled, angrily. “I wanted you to make something of yourself, to not waste your talent or your life. I wanted you to have some goddamn self-respect!”

“But the money didn’t hurt either, did it?” he said softly. Truthfully. Now she was the one who seemed like she had been struck.

“Now, Zelda. I think you’ve got a bit carried away with yourself, don’t you?” he asked her, in the same tone he used to talk to Scottie when she had been caught doing something bold. “You’ve obviously been a bit naughty with this pilot—I know what it’s like, I’ve been naughty myself over the years—and you have confused love with the excitement of a new dalliance. But you are not in love with him and you are not leaving me.”

“Scott,” she began wearily. She was tired. She just wanted this to stop.

“And if that’s not enough to convince you,” he said, striding for the door back into the bedroom. He stood in the doorway, pausing before he delivered his final blow.

“I will take Scottie. I will keep her from you, I will make sure you never see her again. I will give you nothing and I will take everything, Zelda. Everything. So think carefully.”

Before she knew what was happening, the door was closed behind him and the key turned in the lock.

*

The first hour passed in a blur. Zelda, lost in her thoughts, hardly noticed the sky darken, that the room needed some light. The house was very quiet and still. She didn’t know if Scott was still here, if he had left to go out drinking, or maybe gone into town to land a punch on Edouard’s face. The latter was far more likely if he was drunk.

His words rang around in her head, contrasting in a slideshow of the last six weeks with Edouard. Could he be right? she wondered, briefly. But then she banished the thought. This was what Scott did, what he wanted. To get inside her head and make her question her own sureness, her own beliefs. He used their love like it was a game, when it suited. There had to be a clear winner and loser and in order to triumph, he needed to dominate.

Surely that’s all his threats about Scottie were? An attempt to dominate her? she thought. The possibility that she might lose her daughter, of not being able to kiss her sweet head; Zelda’s throat constricted with fear. For a judge’s daughter, she was rather ignorant of the law. She never thought she would have to know the specificities of this situation. But then again, she thought ruefully, who enters a marriage thinking of divorce.

“I should have asked Sara,” she said aloud, angry at her own stupidity. Sara would know about these things. She had been calling for all sorts of rights for women for years, even back in Montgomery when folk called her queer for standing on a box and asking for equality. Sara would know if Scott could keep their daughter from her. But Zelda being Zelda, had acted quickly. No foresight. She had once again been ruled by her passions, not by rationale.

Focusing her mind to her current situation, Zelda considered banging down the door until somebody came to free her. If not Scott, than Nanny. But she didn’t want to frighten Scottie. Nanny was at the other end of the villa; she would need to make considerable noise to rouse her. There was no guarantee she wouldn’t gather Scottie’s attention too. Scottie, she thought. She needed to be smart about this. If Scott was determined to carry out his threat of keeping Scottie from her, she couldn’t imagine that banging her closet door down, screaming and having a fit to get out would play well in front of a judge.

No, she just needed to keep her wits about her. It didn’t matter that Scott had been the one who locked her in here; that wouldn’t be the narrative he would relay. As always, he would cast himself in a much more sympathetic light. Indeed, maybe people would find his situation sympathetic—she had just told him she was leaving him for another man.

So she did the only thing she could do; she grabbed one of the coats, pulled the chaise lounge to the window and in her makeshift bed, allowed the twinkling stars of the Riviera to lull her to sleep, with a quiet hope that tomorrow would be better.

*

It was quite late when she woke, she realised, judging by the height of the sun in the sky. She thought of Edouard and wondered if he was waiting at the café yet. If he had stayed by the phone all last night, waiting for her call. As if sensing that she was thinking about another man, Scott came into the closet at that very moment.

Before he could even get a word out, Zelda started. “Where the blue blazes have you been? Locking me in my own closet, Scott, really. Do you mean to keep me prisoner until I change my mind?” she said, storming out of the room, lest he decide to walk back out and lock the door again.

He at least had the decency to look a bit sheepish. “I thought it would do us both good to have some time to cool off and think,” he said.

“Uh huh, and where did you do your thinking? Judging by your eyes, it was in the company of a few friendly spirits,” she spat out. So much for playing it cool, she thought. Her anger and venom seemed to have fully returned with her release.

“Is that what this is about, darling? I’ll stop drinking, I swear,” he said.

“It doesn’t help,” she admitted, surprised by how sincere his offer sounded. “But no, it’s not because of your drinking. We’re not right for each other anymore.” She suddenly felt very, very old. She sat on the edge of their bed, stretching her tense shoulders out. She looked at Scott and could see, every time she denied their relationship, their need of each other anymore, it wounded him. Almost as if she were inflicting a physical wound on him.

“Where’s Scottie?” Zelda asked, suddenly desperate to hold her child in her arms.

“Nanny took her out, down to the beach for a swim,” Scott replied, taking a seat in the corner chair.

“Zelda, I want you to listen to me for the next few minutes. Very carefully. Can you do that, please? You owe me that at least,” Scott said calmly, evenly. His lack of anger convinced her just as much as his assertion that she owed him this.

“I cannot let you take our daughter, you must understand that. Zelda, you’re not leaving me for a man of superior wealth or position. Surely you see that a court would never rule in your favour! An aviator’s wife? Be realistic,” he said, the scorn in his voice rising at the word ‘aviator’.

“I’m not marrying him! I don’t plan on being anyone’s wife,” Zelda said defiantly, his pompous snobbery irking her anger again.

“Good God, you mean to leave me to become another man’s whore? And to take our child with you? Can you hear yourself, Zelda?” he asked, incredulous.

She could admit to herself, it didn’t sound good. Surely if she just explained though, to a judge, or whoever she needed to…

“You know what, Zelda,” Scott began, looking very pleased with himself. “You go get some advice. Talk to someone who knows about these things, explain the situation and see what they say. I’ll leave you alone—I’ll go to my study, you won’t hear from me all day. But ring a lawyer, ring the Judge, I don’t care. But you ask someone who knows if they think you can walk away from this with Scottie, then we’ll talk.” With that, he walked out of the room, leaving Zelda frightened and very unsure.





Chapter Thirty-Two

Zelda wouldn’t ring the Judge, even though he would could give her the most accurate legal advice. She couldn’t bear it. As much as he would be delighted that she was untying herself from Scott, he wouldn’t embrace the presence of a divorcee in the family. She would be opening herself to his criticism of her choices, how it was her own fault she ended up here in the first place. That was before she even mentioned the Edouard factor. No, there was only one person she could call out of the blue and ask.

“Sara?” she said down the phone.

“Zelda? My God, it’s good to hear from you. Is everything okay? You know it’s not even 9:00 am here? Did you get my last letter?” her old friend asked. The Alabama accent had loosened from her voice, but Zelda could still hear the twang. It comforted her, that bit of home.

“Sara, I need to ask you something. Do women get custody of their children? In divorces? Surely any judge knows that being with a mother is the best thing for them?” Zelda asked without taking a breath.

She could nearly feel Sara’s surprise down the phone. “I, uh, well, it depends, Zelda. Most of the time, a judge would rule in favour of the mother. But it’s really a case by case basis. They’re rather more forgiving of male misbehaviour than women’s. What on earth is going on?” Sara said, trying to regain control of the situation.

“I don’t know where to begin,” Zelda said in a whisper, the tears she hadn’t allowed herself to cry now pouring down over her cheeks. “I’ve asked Scott for a divorce.”

“Pheeww,” Sara said, making a whistling noise down the phone. “You better start at the beginning.”

So Zelda did. She told Sara about Scott’s distance, his neglect. The difficulties of living with him. Scott’s mood swings between the studious writer who acted as if he and Scottie didn’t exist, to the demanding and drunken life and soul of the party he would metamorphosis into. His alcohol fuelled insults to her; the most cutting, hurtful things that he would never remember in the morning. She told Sara about Edouard, about their affair. About her desire to do something with her life, to be something more than the wife and muse of F Scott Fitzgerald. She let the words flow out of her, down the line and across the tempestuous, Atlantic sea, into the ear of her old friend.

After she had recounted her and Scott’s conversations over the last sixteen or so hours, she paused and took a breath. “So is he telling the truth? Can he keep Scottie from me?” Zelda asked, praying that Sara would—could—give her a favourable answer.

“You need to talk to a lawyer, Zelda, but it’s possible. Adultery charges have been used with great success against women before, even if the husband was unfaithful first. We are held to a higher and more unfair standard,” Sara said heavily. “But I’m not a lawyer—let me give you the number of a family one I know and talk to him, he might have something different to say.”

*

He didn’t.

Zelda spent most of the day waiting for the phone to ring. She resisted the urge to ring Edouard while she was waiting. She hadn’t heard Scott move from his study all day, but she didn’t want to take the chance of being caught on the phone to her lover by him. It would only inflame the situation. Besides, she didn’t want to speak to Edouard until she had something definitive to say. So she paced the empty corridors of their villa, which they had moved into only a few months ago, with high hopes and tired souls. They had thought the Riviera would be good for them. Neither one of them had ever thought that it would help drive them apart.

Zelda wandered like a ghost bound to haunt the very walls surrounding her as the sun beat down outside. She longed to feel the water wash over her skin, to renew her and reinvigorate her. To wash her clean of her troubles. She wanted to skip through the waves with Scottie and show her the periwinkles and the seashells and tell her tales of mermaids and pirates. But she dared not leave the house. She couldn’t risk missing this call.

Finally, in the late afternoon, the phone rang. She sprinted to the entranceway, snatching the receiver out of the cradle. “Hello?”

“Mrs Fitzgerald?” a male’s voice asked.

“Yes, speaking. Is this Mr Coxson?” she responded.

“Yes, it is. I’m sorry I couldn’t get back to you sooner, I was in court this morning. I believe you’re a friend of Sara’s?” he inquired.

“Yes, I am, Mr Coxson. I need to get some advice off you,” she said, twisting the telephone cord around her fingers. “Can you help me?”

“I’ll do my best,” he said. “But I need you to be honest with me.”

So she was. She more or less repeated her tale to him as she had told it to Sara, minus the retellings of her and Edouard’s detailed intimacies. He was practical, but not hopeful, after hearing what she had to say.

“Well, you can fight it, Mrs Fitzgerald, and I would certainly do my best to make a strong case. We could argue that Scott’s work and his drinking is an entirely unsuitable environment for a child to be raised in. You mentioned a number of public scenes he’s made while inebriated—so there are witnesses? People who could testify?” he asked.

“Testify? Will it come to that?” Zelda asked, worried. A vision entered her head, of Sara and Gerald, placed in an impossible situation. Of her family—Clothilde, Mama—taking to the stand to talk about Scott’s drunkenness. Who would Ludlow side with? She shuddered to think what skeletons would be laid bare in such circumstances.

“Absolutely, Mrs Fitzgerald. This custody battle is a classic he said/she said. A judge will need character testimonies from your friends and loved ones in order to try discern the truth and make a fair judgement as to who should be awarded custody of your daughter. I’m afraid that given your infidelity, you will need a strong cast on your side to sway a judge,” Coxson explained.

“Is there anything else that can be used against you, Mrs Fitzgerald?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” Zelda asked, her head still reeling at the idea of splitting their friends the way they would the furniture, had they owned any.

“Apart from your recent indiscretion, is there anything else that your husband could use against you? Drinking, reckless behaviour, a history or violence or madness; either directly or in your family? Anything that could be used to discredit you?” he pressed.

Zelda couldn’t even cry, she didn’t have it in her. She thought of the last few years and of the early days of their marriage when the New York gossip columns were filled with details of their daring. She thought of her detachment in the months after Scottie’s birth, her jokes to anyone who would listen about how her own child didn’t recognise her.

She thought of her own family. Of her brother Anthony and his troubles. She imagined every corner of her life to date being dragged and raked up in court, spilled across the rags for all to see.

“Yes, there is,” she said, before hanging up the phone.





Chapter Thirty-Three

Zelda wasn’t sure how she managed to get to their bedroom. She knew her legs were moving. They carried her from the entranceway, up the stairs, past Scott’s study, into the room. But they felt disconnected from her body. She felt as if she were watching herself from above.

Her head was throbbing, her brain felt like it was on fire. Words, words, danced like moths around a flame in her consciousness. Was it only yesterday she was lying in Edouard’s arms, their legs entwined, so full of hope for the future?

In less than 24 hours, her dreams had been snatched from her. Her salvation had dissolved like sugar into absinthe. She kicked off her shoes and made for the bed, not caring that she was fully dressed. Despite the heat, she felt cold. As if she were back in Minnesota, when it seemed her very bones had been chilled and she would never be warm again. As she pulled back the covers, she caught sight of her wedding band. How heavy it felt on her hand. How small her fingers seemed in comparison to its wide, golden circle. How very long ago it seemed that she had been so happy, standing in St Patrick’s Cathedral feeling so blessed to be wedded to the man slipping it on her hand. How she had kissed the ring and kissed her man, so sure that things would always be as they were then. That her heart would always be so full of love.

She buried herself deep under the blankets, allowing the tiredness to overwhelm her. Had her body not known to do it involuntarily, she wasn’t sure she would even have the energy to breathe. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to anymore. She just wanted to sleep. So she did.

*

Scott came in at some point. Shaking her shoulder, gently trying to wake her. But he felt very far away. She felt lost in a fog and although she could hear his voice, she couldn’t see him. She couldn’t make her eyes open. After a few minutes, he stopped and she went back asleep.

He tried again a while later, more persistent with his shaking this time. His voice was louder too. “Zelda, Zelda. Wake up, Zelda.”

“No, Deo. I don’t want to,” she heard herself murmur.

“Zelda, did you take something? Are you ill?” he asked. She could hear the rising worry in his voice.

“No. I don’t know. Let me sleep,” she got out, before rolling away from him and back into the sweet nothingness of her slumber.

*

More time passed. She wasn’t sure how much. At some point, she had stripped down to her undergarments. She must have got too warm. It was bright out again. She could hear the seagulls, could tell by the shaft of light creeping under the curtains. Someone had pulled them. She heard voices coming to the room.

A knock on the door. She didn’t respond. “Zelda? Are you awake?” Scott asked. The door creaked open and he walked in. A man followed him. She didn’t recognise him. But she recognised his bag. Doctor.

“Zelda, darling, I’ve called a doctor to take a look at you, okay?” Scott asked, but the doctor, not waiting for an answer, had already placed his bag on top of the bed and was opening it.

She lifted her chin a little, fixed her eyes as wide as she could on her husband. She said nothing.

“Mrs Fitzgerald, do you mind if I examine you?” the doctor asked. He seemed kind, she thought. He had nice eyes.

She shook her head. No, she didn’t mind. She didn’t care what he did. She didn’t care what anyone did.

He spent the next few minutes checking her over. Listening to her chest, taking her pulse, asking her to open her mouth and say ahh. Eventually, he asked, “Has something happened recently, Mrs Fitzgerald?”

Again, she said nothing. She just fixed the same wide-eyed stare back on Scott.

“Um yes well, she’s had a bit of a shock, haven’t you, darling,” Scott said, but he wasn’t really asking her. He ran his hands through his hair as he spoke. He always did that when he was nervous.

“A death in the family?” the doctor asked inquisitively.

“Something like that,” Scott replied, his nerves now clearly showing. “Can you give her something?”

“Yes, but she’s going to need time to grieve too, Mr Fitzgerald,” he said, unsettled by Scott’s demeanour. As he packed up his things, he turned to look at Zelda one last time. “Take care, Mrs Fitzgerald,” he said as he zipped up his case. “When the heart has had a shock, it can take some time to mend. Rest and take some air, when you can.”

With that, they were gone. Zelda could hear them whispering in the hallway. She turned back over and fell into another slumber.

*

After a few days, the constant need to sleep wore off. She still didn’t feel like engaging in the world, only the brief moments spent with Scottie did her spirits any good. She rolled the doctor’s advice around in her head; indeed, her heart had been given quite the shock. She could only imagine how Edouard’s felt. She still hadn’t called him.

She knew it was a coward’s way out and although Zelda had always prided herself on never being a coward, she couldn’t help it this time. It was if all the fire and spit inside her had been put out. She was trapped; like a butterfly pinned to a velvet board. A beautiful prisoner, a display to be consumed and critiqued.

Scott came in to her at least three times a day, just around the time a meal on a tray was brought to her room that she never ate. There was a sweet nervousness about him, a bashful quality that seemed to happen by the mere fact that he was in her presence. She hadn’t seen it since their early days of courtship. But then, when she would feel a tug on her emotions, Zelda would remember it was him who had laid her this low in the first place. Who had neglected her, discarded her and now, when a chance of happiness awaited for her, it was he who trapped her. So, instead of reaching for his shaking hand or smoothing back the hair that flopped across his brow, she didn’t move. She stayed perfectly still in the bed. She would sometimes meet his eyes. But most of the time, she gave no indication she even knew he was in the room.

He hadn’t been sleeping in their bedroom with her. She wasn’t sure when, but at some point, he had taken the chaise lounge from her closet and moved it into his study. He told her that if Nanny asked, he would tell her he wanted to be near his work should a bolt of inspiration come in the night, he wouldn’t disturb Zelda by jumping out of bed.

Nearly a week after she had told Scott about her affair with Edouard, an envelope was slipped under her bedroom door. Zelda dragged herself out of bed, her leg muscles a little weak from a lack of use, and kneeling down unsteadily, picked up the envelope. ‘My Darling Zelda’ was written on the front, in Scott’s scrawl.

She made her way to the chair in the corner of their bedroom, settled herself into the groove of the chair and pulled out the contents.

Zelda,

I’m a wretch, I know. Although you have no reason to read this letter until the end, I hope you do. The words and sentiment have been chosen with care and are true of heart and mind.

My darling, I am so sorry. I know that I am the root of your recent unhappiness. I’m selfish and spoilt, especially when I’m caught in a whirl of writing. This book, as you know, is terribly important to me. I desperately want to show those critics. But there is nothing in this world I want more desperately than you.

I’ve tried to give us a good life, you, Scottie and I. In the most part, I think I’ve succeeded. We’ve had a jolly good time, haven’t we? You and Scottie are my everything, Zelda. My every breath, my every heartbeat. I can’t go on without either of you. I would be a like a clock with missing pieces, unable to chime or tell time. I would have no reason to exist.

I know I have hurt you and in doing so, I’ve hurt myself. My happiness is your happiness my darling, darling wife. Please give me the chance to make you happy again—I know I can do so. Please don’t throw our love—an epic love, worthy of sonnets and songs and all the stars in the sky—away so quickly. I’m still the boy you met in Alabama, trying to convince the girl of his dreams to fly away with him and have the most wonderful adventures. We still have so many adventures ahead, Zelda. I still have so much love to give you.

Yours, always and forever,

Scott

She didn’t notice she was crying until she finished reading. With her husband’s words pressed to her chest, Zelda leaned back in the chair and allowed herself to sob. For their mistakes, for her pain, for her lost love and lost life.

*

When her tears had subsided and her emotions cooled, she realised she could not leave him any more than he could leave her. She couldn’t give up her child to do it.

But even without Scottie, their fates were inexorably tied to each other. Zelda had wedded herself to Scott a long time before he slipped that ring on her finger at St Patrick’s. She had given herself to him back in Alabama, as the crickets’ song filled the night and his lips met hers under the magnolia. She couldn’t back out now, couldn’t change course. They had Scottie. They had a life together. A destiny. For better or worse.





Chapter Thirty-Four

On the surface, life resumed much the way it had before Zelda’s affair. Before her attempt at freedom. Except for Zelda, everything had changed.

Scott tried to be more attentive. In the evenings at dinner, he was more interactive and loving with Scottie. He took over Zelda’s role in turning their daughter’s dinner into a cast of characters with voices and personalities, while Zelda became the withdrawn one, pushing her food around on her plate. Scott became more tactile, reaching for her hand across the table, bending down to kiss the top of Zelda’s head when he went to grab more wine.

He talked less about himself and the book. He gave her daily reports—the way one lets a parent know how their algebra is improving—but he didn’t dawdle on details. He asked her how her day had been, what had she got up to. In some ways, this infuriated her more. What was she meant to say; that time had become the enemy? That every day, she killed it slowly, painfully, waiting for the clock to tell her she could go to bed and not sleep? That she felt now as if she were swimming underwater? That nothing touched her anymore? Scott wasn’t stupid, he sensed her desperation. He suggested she resume sketching and painting. But as much as Zelda hated the slow passage of time, she didn’t want to do anything to make it pass any quicker either. What was the point? Nothing seemed to have a point.

He found her, one night. Pacing their sitting room, a half-empty tumbler of whiskey in hand. She was humming a tune he didn’t recognise and he couldn’t help but wonder if Jourdan had taught it to her and he felt his chest tighten at the thought. “Darling,” he said, reaching out for her free hand. It was ice cold. “What are you doing? You’re freezing,” he said.

“I can’t sleep,” she replied, her eyes empty. “So I thought I would hum and walk until I passed out or the whiskey kicked in,” she added, her voice dead. The next day, Scott called the doctor and he gave her a prescription for sleeping pills. There were no more middle of the night pacing sessions.

They didn’t go out much as the summer days turned to autumn. Scott was persevering with an October deadline. He promised travel and parties once he had gotten the first draft fully completed, but Zelda couldn’t even pretend to get excited. They joined Sara and Gerald Murphy a few times at Villa America. The only Fitzgerald who ever seemed truly happy on these visit was Scottie, glad of other children to play with.

Sara and Gerald were disturbed by the change in Zelda. It was as if all life had departed her, the once expressive eyes no longer holding any light. Everything about her—even her hair and skin—seemed dull. Gerald took Scott aside one night under the pretence of wanting to show off some new plants in the garden. He asked Scott what on earth was wrong with Zelda, offering the Murphys’ personal physician to look over her. Scott brushed his concern aside and assured him Zelda was simply suffering from some melancholic hormones and she would be fine soon. “She gets like this sometimes, old chap. Emotional disturbance. It runs in the Sayre blood, you know,” he told Gerald.

“Really?” Gerald replied, adding “Until lately, I can’t say I’ve ever noticed an emotional disturbance in Zelda,” knowing he wasn’t getting the full story from Scott.

Sara took the opportunity to talk with her friend while their husbands were away. “Zelda, is there something the matter? You haven’t seemed yourself lately,” she asked, concern and worry etched across her beautiful face.

“Have I not?” Zelda replied, without a trace of emotion, exhaling a plume of smoke.

“You would tell me if something had happened, darling? Whatever it is?” Sara asked.

“I’ve just had the door on my cage welded, Sara, love. That’s all,” Zelda replied lightly, her tone in striking contrast to what she had just said. Before Sara could prod for more information, the boys returned and the moment was lost.

Not long after, the four of them went to St Paul de Vence, to a beautiful restaurant high above the mountains of Nice. The restaurant stood 200 feet above the valley, a blanket of lush green spread before them when they arrived.

They sat at a table having some predinner drinks when Sara turned to them and said, “Isn’t that Isadora Duncan?” Sure enough, it was. The famous dancer was dining at a few tables over. She was older now than she had been in her prime; more grey and lined, her face showed the signs of a life well-lived. But she was still beautiful and exotic and alluring.

Scott got up and ran over to her, casting himself down in front of her on his knees, praising her talents and her beauty, much to the amusement of her fellow diners. Ms Duncan didn’t seem to mind at all; in fact, she relished the attention. She ran her hands through Scott’s golden hair, just like Zelda had once, as he gazed upon her with awe and attraction. She called him centurion and Scott said she was even more breathtaking in person. Zelda sat, feeling very small, taking it all in.

Ms Duncan murmured sweet words to Scott, her hands in constant contact with his head, his face, her thumb brushing his lips as Scott moaned in appreciation. Everybody around them laughed, enjoying the display. But Zelda did not. She was being punished. She knew that. She was being shown that Scott could just as easily hurt her as she had hurt him. He was reminding her how much she still wanted him, still cared, even though she didn’t want to. Even though Scott suffocated her.

When Ms Duncan invited Scott to visit her that night, Sara looked to Zelda to make sure her friend was okay. But Zelda was already in flight by the time Sara’s head turned.

With strength and grace, Zelda lifted and propelled herself up and over their table and down the flight of stone steps nearby. With a sickening thud, she hit the steps, before cascading down them, followed by silence. Sara’s stomach dropped and she looked to Gerald, knowing he thought the same. Everything in the restaurant stopped. There was no movement from the other end of the staircase.

“Zelda!” Sara roared, now running to the stairs. Zelda lay in a heap down the bottom; her evening gown fanning out around her, she had lost one of her shoes on the stairs on her fall down. Her thin, undressed foot lay gracefully on its side, unmoving.

Sara and Gerald reached her side, Zelda still lying on the ground. But they could see now that she was conscious, at least, her physically she was. But behind her eyes, there was nothing.

*

They agreed that there was certainly something wrong with the Fitzgeralds. Zelda’s behaviour was only getting more and more troubling. “It’s funny,” Gerald said, later that night in bed. “When Zelda flirts with men and Scott gets jealous, he longs to kill the man in question and Zelda too. But when Zelda thinks Scott’s eye is wandering, she wants to hurt herself.”

“Something has happened,” Sara said, her voice laden with worry. “Something has changed.”

Two nights later, they discovered what.





Chapter Thirty-Five

Scott rang at 1am, waking The Murphy’s from their slumber. “What is it, Scott?” Gerald snapped when he heard his friend’s voice. He assumed he was ringing because he was looking for a drinking companion. But he sounded stone-cold sober.

“I need you to come at once, Zelda’s taken some pills,” he said, before hanging up. The colour drained from Gerald’s face as he put down the phone, Sara watching.

“What is it?” she asked, sitting up straight in bed, the cosy heat of sleep and the duvet escaping her.

“I have to go over, something’s happened to Zelda,” Gerald said, jumping out of bed.

“I’m coming with you,” Sara said, firmly. She woke the Nanny and left instructions to take care of the children.

Gerald drove the short distance to the Fitzgeralds as Sara picked at the skin around her fingernails. There was a light on in Scott and Zelda’s bedroom when they arrived, but apart from that, the house was dark. They pulled up in the drive, the gravel crunching. Leaving the car parked haphazardly in front of the sitting room window, they stood at the front door, unsure of whether to ring the bell or not, for fear of waking Scottie and alerting her to whatever disturbance was happening inside. But before they could decide what to do, Scott opened the door, panic across his face.

“I heard the car drive up, I was listening out,” he said, by way of explanation. “Zelda is upstairs,” he added, before turning his back on them and walking into the house. They followed, the villa eerily silent.

“Scott, what’s going on?” Sara stage whispered.

Scott waited until they were just outside the bedroom door before he turned to face both of them. There were tears in his eyes. “Zelda has taken rather a lot of sleeping pills,” he said, one tear escaping and spilling down his cheek.

“An overdose?” Gerald asked as Sara tried to digest what Scott had just said. But Scott didn’t answer, he simply opened the bedroom door and they followed behind him.

Zelda was passed out, sitting upright in an armchair. Her breaths were shallow and uneven. Sara dropped to her knees beside her friend, grabbing her hand while pressing the back of her own hand to Zelda’s forehead. She was cold and clammy.

“Did you find her here?” Sara asked, looking aghast at Scott.

“No, in the bathroom,” he said, gesturing to their en suite. “I heard a tumble of some kind, I’d been asleep and it woke me. I called her name but when she didn’t answer, I got up. I found her passed out on the floor,” he explained, emotion heavy in his voice.

“And the pills?” Gerald asked. “How did she get them?”

“She hasn’t been sleeping lately, the doctor prescribed them,” Scott answered. “She only filled an order today,” he added, running his hands through his hair. He always does that when he’s stressed, Sara thought.

Gerald walked into the bathroom taking in the scene. Towels were scattered across the floor. Zelda’s make-up was gathering dust on a shelf by the sink. A shirt of Scott’s hung off a hanger on the shower rail. The bath mat on the ground was rumpled, as if it had been shoved aside. Just beside it lay a brown pill bottle.

Gerald picked it up. The prescription was for some drug he didn’t recognise; presumably sleeping pills. They were made out to Zelda and the number forty was printed in bold beside her name. Holding onto the pill bottle, Gerald returned to the bedroom. “Did you say she picked these up today?” he asked Scott.

“Yes,” he replied, staring at Zelda as Sara tried to wake her without success.

“She’s taken them all,” Gerald said, holding up the empty bottle.

“Oh my God!” Sara said, looking in horror at her husband. “We have to make her sick,” she said, snapping into action. “Scott, I need you to bring me a large glass of water and a container of salt,” she instructed. But Scott didn’t respond, he simply remained staring at Zelda.

“Scott? Scott!” Sara said, loudly, as she positioned herself on the arm of the chair, slipping one of her arms behind Zelda’s back and propping her up.

“I’ll go,” Gerald said when Scott didn’t respond. He returned a few minutes later with the water and salt.

Scott didn’t move while the Murphys took Zelda to the bathroom. He remained sitting as he listened to them bend Zelda backwards over the bath, so her head dropped behind her. He heard Sara say soothing things, assuring Zelda it would all be over soon, before Gerald poured the salt water into her mouth. Gasping, he listened as his wife fought the help, fought the people trying to save her life. And then he listened as she vomited and retched into the toilet; the whole time, Sara comforting her and talking to her as if she were one of her children. “You’re doing so well, Zelda. That’s it, nearly there.”

Sara and Gerald half-carried, half-dragged a limp Zelda out of the bathroom. “We have to keep her moving,” Sara said, seemingly to herself. “We can’t let her go asleep.” Zelda groaned and the noise seemed to finally snap Scott out of the daze he had lost himself in.

He looked at his wife, her wan face and closed eyes. “Sara, Gerald and I can manage,” he said before swapping out her arm for his.

Sara, seizing the opportunity for a moment alone, said she would go downstairs and fetch some more water. Using the full moon, she allowed the beams to act as guide down the stairs and into the kitchen. She found a jug and filled with water, bracing herself against the sink for a moment. She couldn’t understand it. Zelda commit suicide? Zelda was too much of a fan of living and life. She had never known someone as alive as Zelda. Although she would admit she couldn’t make sense of it at times, Zelda’s brain was always firing, always whirring; her focus being continuously pulled to something just as wonderful that had descended into her view. It didn’t make sense to her that Zelda would want to end the very thing she loved the most. But she hadn’t been herself lately. There was a piece of this puzzle missing.

She walked back into the bedroom forcing her brain to soothe her frayed nerves. She was a woman determined. “Scott, what has been going on this summer?” she demanded to know. Zelda half opened her eyes, as if trying to see how Scott would handle this question. He looked to his wife for a moment before turning back to Sara.

“It’s all because of the book,” he began.

*

Fifteen minutes later, the Murphys knew the full extent of the unhappiness that had occupied the villa in the last few months. Sara looked from Scott to Zelda. How could two people, who loved each other as much as she knew they did, hurt each other so much? she wondered. “You have become frontline casualties in your own war,” Sara said, shaking her head as she watched Gerald drag Zelda around the room. She would, at times, seem to grow alert; fully placing one foot in front of the other, attempting to open her eyes wide, only to fall back into a near comatose state, with at least one of her feet dragging behind her.

“We should call a doctor,” Sara announced, standing up. “She needs to be assessed, to see if there’s any damage been done.”

“We can’t,” Scott said firmly, lighting a cigarette and taking a heavy drag. “They’ll commit her to an institution.”

“She’s not mad, Scott,” Gerald said, angrily.

“No, just broken hearted,” Sara added, defeatedly.

“As soon as we tell them she tried to kill herself, they’ll commit her. We can hardly say she took forty pills by accident. They’ll say she’s a danger,” Scott said, angrily.

Sara was about to suggest some middle ground, a stay at a respite facility somewhere, but before she could even get the words out, Scott said, “I can’t have her go! She can’t leave me!”

Sara couldn’t believe it. Even Scott’s protestations for getting Zelda some help centred around him. Has he always been this selfish? she asked herself. This self-obsessed?

Seeing that there was no point in arguing with him, Sara and Gerald decided that the three of them would have to deal with this themselves. They walked Zelda until dawn, taking it in shifts to keep her tired and weak body upright. As the light broke across the sky, Sara couldn’t remember the last time a night had felt so long. After getting her to drink a few glasses of water without throwing them back up, along with a few dry crackers, they finally allowed Zelda to lie down in bed, deciding they would take it in turns to watch over her. Sara told Scott and Gerald she would stay with her for the first while, if they could just bring her up a cup of tea.

Nanny had been given some money and told to take Scottie to the toy shop in town for a few hours. Sara had begun to drift off when she heard Zelda murmur her name. Opening her eyes, she saw Zelda’s own ones peeking out from beneath the duvet. They were brimming with tears.

“Darling?” Sara asked. “How are you feeling?”

“Awful,” Zelda replied, “like I swallowed a bunch of pills,” she added, letting out a hollow laugh. She pushed the covers back and propped her head up a little on the pillows.

“Oh, Zelda, what made you do it?” Sara asked, grabbing Zelda’s hand.

Zelda paused before answering, considering her words. “There was a beautiful painting at the library back home in Montgomery, in Alabama,” she began, hoarsely, her voice raw from the salt and the retching. “It was of a lake. A gorgeous, glittering, beautiful lake. I didn’t recognise it from around town, so Lord knows where that lake was, if it even existed at all. It was surrounded by these luscious, green, rolling hills, flecked with browns and greys. I loved that painting. Every time I went to the library, I always took a few minutes just to stand in front of it and stare. To allow myself to be awed by it. Some days, the sunlight would catch the shades and tones of the painted water, making it seem like it was moving. Like it was alive.”

Zelda paused, a sad smile creeping across her lips at the memory. “But that painting, it was in a bad place. It would get caught in the harsh glare of the rising sun and the midday heat. There was never any fresh air in the library, the windows had been painted shut. And children would come along, pressing their dirty, sticky hands against the lake and the hills, trying to grab a piece of its magic for themselves. Over the years, the painting faded. The colours dulled and the tones changed, from the exposure to the light. It became grubby and worn until, little by little, it was just a shadow of its former self. It’s magic, it’s… vibrancy, everything that made it special, was gone. People stopped looking at it or noticing it. It just hung there until finally, one day, they took it down and replaced it with a portrait of some man long dead and long forgotten.”

Zelda paused again, taking a deep breath this time. “I am that painting, Sara,” she said, her voice cracking. “In my own way. I’m a thing to be admired and touched and consumed for the use and pleasure of others until the day will come when I too, will have dulled and lost my sheen.” Tears rolling down her cheeks, she carried on. “Because I have no value of of my own outside of what others deem me useful for.”

Zelda’s word settled into Sara’s mind in the silence that followed her soliloquy, her heart sad at her friend’s pain. “Is this because of Edouard?” Sara asked gently. “Scott told us.”

Zelda shook her head. “No,” she replied, “Edouard was the symptom, not the disease,” she said. “I have no identity or life of my own. I’m Scott’s wife and muse, Scottie’s mother, enfant terrible and a witty line in a Cole Porter song.”

“I was a person once, I think,” she said wistfully. “Or at least, I could’ve been. But now?” she said, a quiet despair causing her eyes to bulge. “I’m a footnote in other people’s stories. That’s how I’ll be remembered. A woman of no accomplishment, she was surrounded by greatness without having ever done something great herself.”

There was a pause between them, for a moment, before Sara said, “Then accomplish something.”

She squeezed Zelda’s hand. “I know you, Zelda, and you have many talents. Any one of which could be developed into something great. You have a creative soul, every bit as creative as Scott’s, you do not need to be buried under the weight of him, or anyone else.”

Zelda squeezed her friend’s hand back, smiling and silently thanking her. Grateful that Sara didn’t judge her self-pity and despair. Holding hands, they say in silence until they both closed their eyes and eventually dozed off into a fitful kind of sleep.





Chapter Thirty-Six

Scott finished the first draft of the new book in October. The lease on the villa ran out soon after and as Zelda watched their bags being packed and loaded to bring them to the Hotel Continental, she couldn’t help but think of when they arrived five months ago. Neither one of them knew what lay ahead. Zelda thought of the people who had lived here before them and she wondered what they had been like, what events had happened to them in this house. The Fitzgeralds were departing with scars, and the ghosts of those battles were contained within these walls.

They decided to go to Rome halfway during the month, with some encouragement from the Murphys. They had spent time in Venice with their old friend Cole Porter and couldn’t recommend the Italian pace of life enough. Forgetting their own less-than-happy Italian adventure when Zelda had been pregnant, Scott agreed and Zelda followed. Perhaps if they kept moving, they wouldn’t notice the changes between them.

They drove to Rome, intending to spend the winter there, trying to find some happiness.

But things weren’t right between them. They both drank too much, hoping that by doing so, the chasm between them wouldn’t seem so large. The awkwardness would dull for a while, around the edges. Nights passed in flashes of music and bare feet on cobblestones and some messy kisses exchanged between them under the moonlight. They rarely managed more than that, neither one being in a fit state to do anything except fall into bed. In the morning, Scott and Zelda would wake, delicate and fragile, reaching for each other across the bed, out of fear and desperation.

One night, they sat on a terrace overlooking a palazzo, the evening Italian sun casting a glow over the newly minted freckles on Zelda’s arms. Scott was trying to make up his mind on the title of the new book. He had submitted Trimalchio in West Egg with the proofs he sent to Max, but he wasn’t settled on it. The possibilities ranged from ‘Trimalchio’ or ‘Gold Hatted Gatsby’ to ‘The High Bouncing Lover’, which Zelda said sounded like the problem of a letter-writer to an agony aunt.

“What about The Great Gatsby?” she suggested, before taking a sip of her cool wine.

Scott pondered for a moment and then began rolling it around on his tongue, repeating her suggestion. “Mm, yes, I think I like it,” he said.

“Like all my best ideas,” Zelda said. When he looked at her sharply, she blew him a kiss to take the bite out of her words.

Scott never asked her why she took an overdose. Zelda believed it was because he didn’t want to know the real answer. She wondered if he assumed it was because she had been parted from her lover; that in her heartbroken state, she decided she could not live without him in her life. She had been parted from her dreams, she wanted to tell him and that was far more painful.

It wasn’t just emotional pain Zelda was experiencing either. She was admitted to Rome Hospital and underwent a surgery on her ovaries. Then, another devastation. After the surgery, the doctor brought Scott to her bed and once she had emerged from the anaesthesia, gathered them together to deliver the news.

“Mrs Fitzgerald,” he said quietly, pulling the curtain around the three of them, cocooning them in baby blue. “Have you had any… complications with pregnancy before?” he asked, staring at her meaningfully.

“Well, we only have one child at the moment,” Scott said, not following what the doctor was trying to ask. But Zelda did.

“I was pregnant another time. But…” she trailed off, her face flushing as she cast down her eyes. She couldn’t even look at Scott.

The doctor looked at her with kind eyes. “Mrs Fitzgerald, during the procedure we found a lot of scarring and tissue. It appears that your earlier… complications, are causing your current problems,” he explained.

A silence hung in the air. “But the surgery was a success, wasn’t it? You told me earlier it was a success?” Scott asked, demandingly.

“Yes, Mr Fitzgerald, it was. But I suspect that your wife will need further treatments. It is also my opinion, although I could be wrong, but I don’t think it will be possible for her to get pregnant in the future. There is too much damage.”

Zelda allowed the tears to fall, as Scott peppered the doctor with questions, getting him to repeat the information again to him. Their voices became background noise as she digested what she had been told. Another door had been closed. There was another thing she could not do. Everything was spinning out of her control.

*

That winter, Zelda felt much older than her 24 years. Her marriage and health were on shaky ground and she wasn’t sure which pained her more. After she was discharged from the hospital, they watched the filming of Ben-Hur taking place around the city as Zelda tried to regain her strength. Each morning, she couldn’t help but be surprised by the pale and tired face staring back at her from the mirror. When Scott said that Carmel Myers, the star of Ben-Hur, was the most beautiful woman in the world, it only added to her awareness of her own physical state.

The fact that she couldn’t have any more children weighed heavily on her. She and Scott had not spoken about what the doctor had told them at the hospital. Zelda wondered if he felt as guilty as she did about her abortion.

She had always thought that someday, she would have more children. It lay in that vague, fuzzy space titled ‘the future’. When she imagined it, she envisioned Scottie playing with siblings. She thought of a soft little boy with Scott’s eyes and Zelda’s spirit. She wanted to mourn for this boy she would not have, for all the things she had lost. But Scott’s coldness and distance made it impossible for her to do so. Once again, her life was being lived on his terms.

Christmas was spent lost, Zelda still ill, unsure of space or time.

She went back to the doctor and he diagnosed an infection following the operation. He also noticed her anxiety, “You need to relax, Mrs Fitzgerald,” he told her, with a heavy accent and kind eyes. She smiled and said thank you; she couldn’t explain to him that in some ways, she felt as if she deserved all this. When she wasn’t feeling anxious about the state of their marriage, she felt guilty for her affair. Zelda had caused this, now she was being punished.

In January, Scott came down with a flu and he was touched that, despite her own condition, Zelda did her best to take care of him. She ran him hot baths and made sure fresh orange juice was there every morning and there was a thaw of some kind between the two of them. “Darling Girl,” he said sleepily to her one night, reaching out for her hand and kissing it. Zelda felt her heart lift a little; he hadn’t called her that in months. They couldn’t go back to what they had been. Zelda knew that. But maybe they could find a new way to love each other. To hold onto each other.

After Scott got into a fight with a taxi driver and was badly beaten, they decided to kiss goodbye to Rome and all the ill luck that had seemed to follow them there. They decided to go to the Cap where Zelda could try to recuperate. She was growing frustrated with her ill state and Scott tried to be patient with her.

“I feel incapacitated!” she raged one morning as she dragged her heavy, tired body out of bed. The pains had kept her alert until the early hours and tiredness was a constant companion these days. She felt tears falling and then, Scott was there, kissing her eyes and telling her it would just take a little time. Little by little, they were doing their best to inch back the tenderness there had once been between them.

One day, sitting on their balcony overlooking the sea and sky, Zelda thought about how they had gotten here. She felt such frustration at her limited life. Even though Scott wasn’t working these days and therefore, was around more to keep her company, Zelda still had an itch inside her to do something herself. To forge an identity of her own. She thought about what Sara had said to her, the morning after her overdose. “I think I’m going to take some painting lessons,” she announced to Scott over lunch.

“I think that’s a splendid idea,” he replied, grabbing her hand across the table, as Zelda smiled in return. He thought he spotted a little bit of life behind her eyes, a spark of some kind, and he was glad. If a hobby could bring her back to her old self, Scott was all for it.

“If I was quite good, maybe I could work up to having an exhibition or something,” she said, cutting into her salad.

She spent the rest of their time at the Cap taking lessons, practising and taking slow walks around the town with her sketchbook and open eyes, mentally making notes of all around her. Her illness impeded her progress. It took Zelda weeks to master colour composition to her satisfaction. Her teacher, a kindly old man, said, “Be patient, Mademoiselle. It will come,” but Zelda felt like she had spent too much time waiting, too much time wasted when she could have been working towards something. All those spent years of drinking and dancing and debauchery when she could’ve been doing something of worth. She had lost enough time. She wanted it now.

Another visit to another doctor diagnosed her with colitis and an inflammation in her ovaries. He said the colitis was caused by anxiety. “She needs to be calm, Mr Fitzgerald. You have to help her be calm,” she heard this doctor tell Scott. She almost laughed out loud at that one. The last thing Scott would know how to do was calm her.

In some ways, she couldn’t blame him. From the beginning, Zelda had been the strong one, even if people didn’t always notice it. It had been her steadfast belief that Scott could be a great writer that had made him one; her refusal to accept anything less that had spurned him on to finish Paradise. She had been the one who kept his spirits up and read his drafts and massaged his ego when he was in the grips of self-doubt, when he feared that he had used up all his talent and skill on his first book. It was she who had been the unseen master; who provided some of the best lines and passages in his work that the critics so raved about. She was the steel in his spine, she calmed him when he needed it.

So, she got injections from the doctor, which gave her little relief and purple flowering bruises across her stomach.

Finally, they left the Cap on April 10 and began the journey back to Paris. Before they departed, she painted a small watercolour for her instructor. It was her view from their balcony and on the back, she had written, “Thank you for helping me find some joy. Love, Zelda.”

*

They stayed at the Hotel Florida while they searched for an apartment, Zelda rejoicing in some unobstructed time with Scottie while they did. Scott resumed his writing, or so he said. He left before noon most days to head out to the Dingo or some other café to write and smoke and Lord knows what else. He always came back a little tight, the liquor fresh on his breath.

They went out in the evenings, socialising with the Murphys or Cole and Linda Porter. It was known that Cole was a fairy; everyone was talking about it, but never to Linda. As they all had drinks at The Ritz one evening, Zelda watched how friendly Cole and Gerald were. They had known each other since Princeton, so it was a given that they would be close. But Zelda couldn’t help but remember what Scott had said to her, all those nights ago after the Ballet Russes performance. Was it possible Cole and Gerald were more than just friends?

While the evenings were always lively, her days felt empty. She no longer found joy in the things she had been given; she could only keep count of what had been taken away.

She needed something to fill her time and after contemplating something that might give her a sense of purpose, Zelda returned to the first thing she had ever loved; ballet.

“Scott, darling, I’ve be been thinking it would be good for me to have something to do with my days,” she said over breakfast one morning.

“Oh?” he responded absentmindedly, reading the newspapers.

“Yes. You know, when you’re busy working,” she carried on. That got his attention.

“Like what?” he asked.

“Well, ballet. I was very good in Montgomery, you know. My teacher thought I could become a professional. But you know what I’m like,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. He let out a low chortle.

“But I’d like to return to it now, for fun. I was thinking you could ring the Murphys and ask for the number for Honoria’s teacher. She’s meant to be wonderful. It would fill up my days a bit.”

“I think it’s a wonderful idea, darling,” Scott said, putting down the paper and grabbing her hand. He didn’t think much more of it than that. He had no idea what it was starting.





Chapter Thirty-Seven

It was a chilly start to the summer morning. The dawn light hardly broke across the Parisian sky when Zelda stepped into Lubov Egorova’s studio.

She stepped into the room in the converted warehouse. Cold and cavernous, she was surrounded by mirrors on all side. Looking around for Egorova, Zelda suddenly felt very timid and small. “You walk flatly,” she heard a throaty, Russian voice say. “Your arches are weak.” Zelda turned, looking to try and find where the voice was coming from. But in the unlit studios, she could only see darkness and shadows.

“The posture is okay. Could be improved. The weight, also, could be a little less,” she heard, the voice now getting closer. Suddenly, the lights came on and out of the shadows, stepped forward Lubov Egorova. She was a woman who was past the bloom of youth, but still held a hard loveliness in her face. Thin as a reed, her shoulders and chin were held high and she walked with grace and lightness towards Zelda.

“Are you Egorova?” Zelda asked, already knowing that she was. But she had been taken off guard and she wanted to try and get back on even ground.

But Egorova ignored her redundant question. “Have you prepared?”

“Prepared what?” Zelda asked.

“A piece to dance,” Egorova said, extracting a cigarette from a glittering case before lighting it and blowing smoke in Zelda’s face.

“Is this an audition?” Zelda asked tartly.

“Yes,” Egorova replied simply. “Dance.”

Zelda evaluated the situation for a moment before tossing her canvas bag with her towel and belongings to the ground. She shrugged off her thin jacket and discarded her shoes. She walked carefully to the middle of the room and took a deep breath. Then, lifting her arms, she arched her back and began.

Zelda reworked dances she had done back in Montgomery, constructing on the fly a dance that would allow her to demonstrate as much as she could to Madame Egorova. She pliéed, twirled, bowed and sprung around the room. She begged her tight muscles to loosen, ignoring the creaking in her weary bones. She mentally played a classical piece in her mind in a bid to keep her pace and timing sharp and ignored the sweat building around her hairline and her back at the exertion.

She finally finished with a dropped knee at Madam’s feet, head bent, breath heavy. She waited for Egorova to speak before she raised her head. But a minute passed without a word being said.

Finally, she felt her warm hand take her chin and lift it up. Gazing into Zelda’s eyes, she said with intensity (which Zelda would soon learn was the only way Egorova ever said anything), “You have something I can work with. You’re nothing special, but perhaps we can craft something out of you. You’re out of shape, your form is off and your transitions are sloppy. But if you dedicate yourself to me, to the dance, we can make you in something worthy.”

It was music to Zelda’s ears; the opportunity to have something that she could excel in. “I am yours, Madame Egorova,” she declared.





Chapter Thirty-Eight

The Kalmans visited from St Paul and Zelda delighted in showing them the wonders of Paris, trying to squeeze in as many exhibits and shows as she could. Her and Sandy would take walks around the city parks, Scottie happily skipping in front of them, picking daffodils and chasing pigeons.

“You look wonderful, darling,” Sandy told her.

“You mean I’m not fat anymore,” Zelda replied, with a wicked smile. Sandy had last saw her in St Paul, when her pregnancy still hung heavy on her body.

“No, I mean… well yes, I suppose I do,” Sandy admitted, and the two of them fell into a gale of laughter.

“That’s what I love about you, Sandy—you’re hopelessly honest,” Zelda said, wiping a tear from her eye.

“Well then, I hope you won’t mind me saying, something seems… different, between you and Scott. Is everything okay?”

Zelda considered how to answer. Would she tell Sandy about the affair and everything else? Yes, but not now. They were having a pleasant day.

“We’re just going through some growing pains, every marriage has them. We’ll get through it,” Zelda said, betraying none of the fear or worry that weighed in her stomach.

There’s that veil again, Sandy thought. It was the same one that had fallen between them, back in St Paul when they were talking about Scottie’s christening. And here it was now, in a park in Paris, with Zelda not wanting to discuss the true state of her marriage. Sandy knew better than to push.

“So, where’s good to go for a hot coffee around here?” she asked, changing the subject. Zelda grabbed her hand, giving it a grateful squeeze. “I know just the place.”

But Sandy’s question continued to ring in her mind and it was still at the forefront of it later that night when they brought the Kalmans to a party at the Bishop’s. They met Allen Tate and Caroline Gordon there for the first time. They were married and Allen was a poet, but Caroline kept her own name because she was a writer herself.

“How marvellous,” Zelda purred, grabbing Caroline by the arm and guiding her to a sofa by the window. “Tell me, what do you write?”

“Novels mainly,” Caroline replied, before taking a sip of her wine, “but I’ll go with whatever strikes me.”

“And how is Allen about it?” Zelda asked, in a conspiratorial whisper. She expected Caroline to tell her he was resentful and patronising, that he found it a challenge to his ego. She would then empathise. She could confide to this woman about how Scott came to resent the time she spent on her own pursuits, even though he expected her to always be accommodating of his. She could tell her how he tried distracting her from her painting in the Cap because he felt neglected, or how whenever she mentioned writing something of her own—maybe a novel—he scoffed at the suggestion.

But she didn’t. Instead, Caroline got a rather dreamy look across her face as she searched the room for her husband, laying her eyes upon him and smiling.

“He’s wonderful,” she replied, smiling again. “From the moment we met, he’s been so supportive of my writing. There have been times—I’m sure you know from Scott, all writers have them—when I was crippled with fear that I had run out of things to say, that my best days were behind me. But Allen would hold my hand and tell me my best years were ahead. Whenever I doubted myself, he had enough belief for both of us.”

Zelda was flabbergasted and Caroline could see it. “Isn’t it like that with you and Scott? I know you’ve done a bit of writing yourself,” Caroline said, offering a cigarette to Zelda which she took, wordlessly, still in a bit of shock.

“It wasn’t professional writing,” Zelda finally managed to say, accepting the light Caroline offered her and taking a deep inhale.

“If you were paid, it’s professional,” Caroline replied.

“Well, yes, I was, but only because Scott’s name ran alongside mine,” Zelda explained.

“Did he tell you that?” Caroline asked bluntly.

“I, yes,” Zelda admitted.

Caroline shook her head. “Men like that irritate me. There’s enough forces in this world trying to keep talented women suffocated without husbands doing it to their own wives. What does it take from Scott if you succeed? He should revel in your success, not belittle it. You support him, don’t you?”

Zelda shook her head, affirmative.

“Well then, why can’t he support you? Allen and I are creative equals. What we do is very different, but it doesn’t make one of us better than the other. We give to the other, and they give back. That is how marriages work,” Caroline said, stubbing out the end of her cigarette.

Zelda sat there, still in silence, her thoughts racing.

“I’m sorry, I’ve been too outspoken,” Caroline began, apologising.

“Not at all,” Zelda said, snapping from her haze. “You are being perfectly spoken,” Zelda told her, Caroline’s words soaking into her head as she processed them, thinking of her and Scott’s dynamic. Why did he always have to be the one to succeed? Why couldn’t he support her desires?

Later that night, as they stumbled into their hotel room—Scottie was staying at the Murphys’ that night, their nanny minding all the children—Zelda turned to Scott.

“You’re a coward,” she announced, drunkenly.

“I am?” Scott replied, thinking she was beginning a joke.

“Yep. A dirty, rotten, coward,” she said, falling on top of their bed, fully dressed.

“And why’s that?” he asked as he precariously positioned himself on the side of the bed while he attempted to remove his shoes.

“Because you’re afraid of how good I might be,” she said—and then promptly, passed out.

*

Autumn in Paris was a wonderful time. The boulevards came back to life with colour and scents. The winters were cold and the North Atlantic wind would run along the Seine, chilling Zelda’s bones and making her long for the hot, sticky days of Alabama.

But in autumn, the wind was still warm and life, however fragile, still clung to the trees. The flowers enjoyed their final bloom in the parks and along the street. The grass grew tall and green, its sweet fragrance hanging in the early mornings after it had been cut. Scott had insisted that they once again spend their summer in Antibes, even though Zelda had been loath to leave Paris and Egorova’s lessons. But Scott didn’t see the importance in them and once again played the trump card of his writing and how good Antibes was for it (which wasn’t entirely true). So once again, they left the city for the summer months and Zelda had to content herself with practising her ballet at the hotel, using the balcony railing as a barre.

Zelda was glad when they returned to Paris in the autumn, happy to leave the Mediterranean behind. The days in Antibes had seemed endless and made her life feel so too. She was tired of feeling defeated. She wanted to feel fresh again. To feel accomplishment.

Although things had improved a little between her and Scott, they were still different. Still strained. Zelda longed for them to return to the easy companionship they had once known. Those early days of their marriage when they were so in-sync with each other, at times she thought their minds were conjoined by some psychic connection. These days, they seemed to be permanently on different wavelengths. Caring for Scott during his bout with colitis had brought them closer together. It had reminded Zelda of the tenderness she felt towards him and it had reminded Scott of how much he depended on Zelda, even if he was loath to admit it to her. But he hadn’t needed to in Italy, she could see it in his eyes.

But still, a distance lay between them. As if they were sailboats at opposite ends of a lake, bobbing, separately but visible to the other. Together, yet so far apart.

As the weeks rolled on, autumn to winter, winter to spring, Zelda set about making their apartment more homely, filling it with flowers and hiring a cook to fill it with wonderful smells. She continued with her ballet lessons, cramming as many as she could into a week, ignoring Scott’s complaints at the cost and her absence.

Scott, who had written the book he was now calling The Great Gatsby—or just Gatsby when he spoke of it—was working on its final draft, rewriting passages and tearing up prose. This seemed to involve a lot of time spent in bars and cafés, filling himself with liquor, and she hoped inspiration. They needed this book.

One day, Scott came back home high on something other than alcohol.

“I’ve just met the most interesting fellow at the Dingo,” he said, his cheeks flushed.

“Oh?” Zelda said, not really paying attention. She was trying to find Scottie’s ballet shoes which had somehow gone missing.

“Yes, Donald Ogden Stewart introduced us. He’s another yank writer but he hasn’t been terribly successful. I read his stuff, it’s good. He hasn’t made it yet, but he’s going to be big,” Scott said confidently.

“Good for him,” Zelda said, ducking down to look under their bed, to see if the shoes were there. Scottie was hopping around the room in her leotard and leggings.

“I’ve asked him out to dinner tonight, him and his wife, and we’re going to go to theirs for drinks first,” Scott said, before flopping down onto the unmade bed and in doing so, finding Scottie’s ballet slippers underneath his pillow.

“Oh, we are?” Zelda asked, finally finding her concentration returning, now that the slippers had been returned.

“Yes,” he said firmly, sitting upright in the bed and wrapping an arm around Zelda’s waist, pulling her to him. “And I think we should see if the Murphys would mind their nanny picking Scottie up after ballet and keeping her for the night because I have some plans for you and I before we go out,” Scott said, kissing down her neck.

“Oh, do you now?” Zelda asked, the tone of her voice changing entirely, Scott’s kisses tickling her skin and stirring the strings of desire in her lower belly.

He grabbed her and kissed her, in a way he hadn’t for a long time. Passionately, intensely, with desire and longing. He pushed his hands into her hair and she felt her back arching as she pressed her hips against him. It felt good to be kissed again.

She picked up the phone and began dialling the Murphys. “Sara, darling, I have a favour to ask…”





Chapter Thirty-Nine

They spent the afternoon in bed. The last time they had done that, they had been newlyweds, discovering themselves and each other in New York. Scott had never had a particularly high sex drive, so even though Zelda would try to entice him into afternoon lovemaking, he brushed her off. So she had stopped trying to entice him.

But that afternoon was a rediscovery of his body, the body she had loved so much and so well, even if it was getting a bit softer with age and alcohol. She couldn’t help comparing it to Edouard and the passionate satisfaction she had felt with him; her body electrified, his fingers pressing into her body lighting a fire within her. But it was nice in its own way, with Scott. Familiar and comforting, if not earth-shattering.

In the evening, they made their way to a more unsavoury part of Paris. “Ernest isn’t established yet,” Scott said by means of an explanation to a question Zelda didn’t answer.

“Are you sure this is where we’re meant to be?” Zelda asked as they stood in front of an industrial looking building. “This place looks like it houses metal, not people.”

But then, a man with a moustache appeared by the window and began waving to Scott, who waved back with great enthusiasm. “That’s him, that’s Ernest!” he said as if he had just spotted some Hollywood star.

“Welcome, Fitzgeralds!” Ernest boomed, opening a shabby door to an even shabbier apartment. “Well, Scott didn’t undersell you, Mrs Fitzgerald,” he said, looking Zelda up and down appreciatively.

“Zelda,” she said, offering her hand, which he took and kissed with great relish, maintaining eye contact with her the whole time.

“And your wife?” Scott inquired.

“Hadley,” Ernest said as he ushered them into the apartment and suddenly, a woman appeared, as if she had just stepped out of the wallpaper that peeled from the edges.

“Hello,” she said quietly to them, offering her hand to Scott to shake.

“You’re Hadley,” Scott said, barely concealing his surprise. Clearly, Ernest’s wife didn’t match up with what Scott had in mind.

“Yes, this is the old girl,” Ernest said, slapping Hadley on the back as if she were one of the men at the Dingo. “She’s a few years older than me,” he added in mock whisper to Zelda.

The odd little foursome settled down to what Zelda had expected to be predinner cocktails but what turned out to be predinner wine served in scratched glasses. While the three of them—Zelda, Scott and Ernest—kept up a steady stream of conversation, Hadley just watched them, taking it all in. Zelda would come to learn that although she didn’t say much at times, Hadley never missed a thing.

“So, Zelda. You’re an honest-to-God debutante,” Ernest said, topping up her glass.

“Montgomery’s finest,” she said, raising her glass in cheers. “Southern bred, southern blood.”

“So what made you go with this fellow?” he said, motioning his head to Scott who, after two drinks, was already tight. For someone who drank so much, his tolerance never seemed to increase.

“He has a way with words,” she said, taking a sip of the warm wine.

“You’re a pistol,” he said, hooting with laughter.

“You have no idea,” Zelda replied, before looking at Scott. “We should really make a move to dinner,” she said, hoping that food might help sober Scott up a little. He was currently nodding his head in agreement to a conversation that was no longer going on. Hadley and Ernest might not have noticed, but Zelda knew the warning signs. Scott had plans on this being a long night; in order to get him through it, she would have to try pace him, even if he didn’t try to pace himself.

The taxi ride and first course did help sober Scott, so much so that by the time they were waiting on the entree, Zelda could relax a little again. She left Scott and Ernest to talk and turned her attention to Hadley.

She was not the kind of woman she would’ve picked for Ernest. For every bit of his bravado, Hadley was demure. Where Ernest bragged, Hadley humbled. She was mousy and matronly, a look that, Zelda guessed, had been established long before she had a child. She would not have put the two of them together in a million years.

By the end of the evening—which was a late and expensive one, with Scott picking up the bill with much protestations from Hadley and little from Ernest—Zelda was intrigued by the Hemingways, if not as enamoured with Ernest as Scott was. Zelda had found him wearing as the evening went on, Ernest’s charm morphing into an arrogance with each tale. Ernest seemed to have a persistent need to establish his manhood; whether through tales of adventure or being in the war. Zelda found it grating. Ernest Hemingway was the kind of man who would make recovery from a flu a competition.

But Hadley Hemingway had something in those eyes. Perhaps Ernest would calm down, as he got to know her and Scott. He might be intimidated by Scott’s fame, she thought to herself.

“Didn’t I tell you they were great?” Scott slurred to her in the taxi back to their hotel.

“Wonderful, darling,” Zelda replied.

*

They increasingly saw more and more of the Hemingways. Soon after their dinner, Ernest introduced them to Gertrude Stein and her salon evenings which were all the rage. Zelda, who was always up for good conversation, had great expectations. But soon after their arrival, she learned she was to be relegated to another room with Alice, Gertrude’s lover (Zelda had felt the Southerner in her stir when she heard that) and all the other ‘wives, girlfriends and mistresses’, as Alice put it.

Zelda fumed as she was separated from Scott and Ernest and the other ‘artists’ as Gertrude called them. She thought about storming through, about forcing her presence in the drawing room. But for what? Scott wouldn’t back her up. She wasn’t an artist. What could she possibly contribute to the conversation? So instead, she sat humbled and small in another room with the other discarded halves and fumed to Hadley.

“How long are we expected to wait here?” she asked.

“Oh, just until they’ve finished discussing whatever it is they’re discussing,” Hadley said, obviously unbothered by the whole thing.

“How do you put up with this?” Zelda hissed.

“What else would I do?” Hadley asked, with such peace, that Zelda saw no point in asking her. Instead, she just quietly resolved to limit the amount of time she would spend here in the future.

Their evenings in Paris settled into a comfortable and well-tested ritual of socialising, partying, excessive consumption and repetition. They would often begin the night with dinner at Michell or Florence. If the Hemingways joined them, as they often did, Scott insisted on picking up the tab. Zelda would silently fume about this until the next day, only for Scott to dismiss her annoyance.

“It’s not up to us to feed them! He knows exactly how to play you!” Zelda would tell Scott, as she became increasingly irritated at Ernest.

“Don’t be so mean, we can afford a few meals,” Scott would tell her, conveniently forgetting about the money he also loaned to Ernest that sporadically was paid back.

After dinner, they would head to the Right Bank. Dome, Select, Deux Magots, Le Jockey, it didn’t matter. They always seemed to run into the same people and do the same things. Sometimes they would go Closerie des Lilas, Ernest’s favourite bar. It was here, one night that Zelda would later trace back to everything changing.

Scott had been hitting the booze particularly hard, which wasn’t anything new, except Zelda’s attempts to pace him had only spurred him to drink more; which was also not new. But these spirals were increasing in frequency.

Deciding to surrender him to his own fate, Zelda was soon matching him drink for drink, with Ernest watching them both carefully. Hadley headed home after dinner; Bumby had been under the weather and she wanted to get back to him. So, the three of them headed to des Lilas for a few nightcaps before heading home. That was the plan.

But not long after they got in, Scott proceeded to pass out drunk at a table. The bar was hot and stuffy and in desperate need of some air, Zelda found a door to a laneway and pushed herself out into the night. She pressed her sweating back against the cool wall, gulping in oxygen and stars.

Hemingway was soon beside her. She hadn’t even noticed he was following her.

“For someone who drinks so frequently, he’s not very good at handling his liquor,” Ernest said, lighting up a cigarette.

Zelda gave a hollow laugh. “No, he’s not. He’s been that way for as long as I’ve known him. The Montgomery boys used to make fun of him for it,” she said, wiping the sweat from her brow.

“I bet they did,” Hemingway said, taking in the vision before him; her shapely legs, her pouting mouth, the curve of her waist underneath the dress that was sheer in parts, allowing him to sneak glimpses of her skin.

“I bet they wondered what you were doing with a wimp like him,” he said, taking a drag.

“He’s not a wimp,” Zelda said, feeling the need to defend Scott. She could say whatever she wanted about him, she was his wife. But she wasn’t going to let Ernest away with it. Especially when he was meant to be his friend.

“Must have been for you to go seeking comfort from a pilot,” Hemingway said, a Cheshire cat grin growing across his face.

Zelda cursed her and Scott for their willingness to share information. It had become a party trick of theirs since they returned to Paris to tell people about her affair. Zelda would solemnly give the tale and Scott would pipe in with interjections; the whole sorry thing culminating in them telling people that Edouard had killed himself when he discovered Zelda would stay with her husband. Which was a lie. The truth was, Zelda had no idea what happened to Edouard. She hadn’t spoken to him since she said goodbye to him outside his apartment. It was a disgusting pantomime that they conducted and she hated it, this regurgitation of a deeply intimate failing in their marriage. But pantomime was what the Fitzgeralds did.

Before Zelda could think of something to say in reply, Hemingway carried on. “Do you know,” he said, sucking in the last of his cigarette, “that Scott talked to me about that? About your lover?”

She didn’t. She was surprised Scott did talk to him. The fact he had showed Zelda how much he trusted his new friend. But she wasn’t about to admit this to him.

“Do you know what he said?” Hemingway said, nearing closer to Zelda who was still pressed up against the wall. She was beginning to feel a bit dizzy.

“He said that you feel so guilty ever since, that you don’t dare pay attention to any other man anymore.”

Zelda felt stripped bare by this reveal. It was true. She had contained her flirtations since the Riviera. She was unsure if Scott would find it as entertaining now if Zelda pressed herself against young men and whispered in their ear, as she once had. But the fact that Scott had not only noticed this change but shared this observation with his friend, his friend who was now jeering at her, it was too much.

She pushed herself off the wall and turned her body to move back inside, but Hemingway’s hand shoved against her right shoulder, pushing her back, as he raised the other one to press her left shoulder back too. He had her pinned against the wall.

“Let me go,” she said, but he only pressed her harder. He was so close to her now, she could almost taste the cigarette and whiskey on his tongue. She could see the lines around his mouth and each hair of his moustache.

“I don’t blame you, Zelda, for seeking comfort somewhere else. Scott isn’t exactly… manly,” Hemingway said with a cruel laugh.

“You mean compared to someone like you?” she said, with clear disdain.

He moved even closer to her now. His nose was touching hers, his hips were pressed against her. She could feel his arousal. “You can’t deny there’s an attraction, between us. I’ve seen the way you look at me. You need a real man,” he said huskily to her.

Zelda carefully lifted her hand and ran it up the inside of his thigh. She squeezed him through his pants and he moaned at her touch. He wanted her, badly. “What I can’t deny,” she said, whispering in his ear, “is that you’re an uneducated bore who is compensating for all the things you lack,” she said and before he could respond, she brought the full force of her knee into his crotch.

He released her as it made contact and she spun from his grasp and into the alley as he fell to the ground, his hands clutched in between his legs.

“You little bitch,” he hissed.

“And you’re a brute,” she replied, feeling the adrenaline now course through her veins. “Like I could ever be stimulated by someone like you,” she added, feeling contemptuous. “Wait until Scott hears.”

At this, Hemingway began laughing through his pain. “You think he’s going to believe you? Do you think if I tell him that you made a pass at me, that he won’t doubt you? His whore wife who spreads her legs for any bit of attention?” he said, before descending into laughter again.

Once again, Zelda felt stripped bare. She had no idea what Scott had been saying to Hemingway, but whatever it was, it made him feel secure enough to say these vile things.

She went back inside, leaving Hemingway still clutching his genitals in the alley. She found Scott and shook him abruptly awake. “What?” he asked groggily.

“We’re going home. Now.”





Chapter Forty

Zelda was languishing in the bath the next morning, reading James Joyce’s contribution in the Black Sun Press when Scott finally stumbled out of bed, worse for wear.

“My God, where’s the aspirin?” he moaned, rummaging through the cabinet as Zelda soaped her legs.

“Is someone paying for their sins?” Zelda asked playfully, but Scott only groaned in reply.

“How did we get home last night?” he asked.

“Don’t you remember?” she replied, not at all surprised at his amnesia.

“I remember the three of us having a great time and that’s the last thing I remember,” he said, popping two pills into his mouth and gulping water from the tap at the sink.

“Well, not all of us were having fun,” Zelda replied.

“Why, was Hem bored?” Scott asked, suddenly stricken.

“No, you nimp, not Hem. Me!” she said, splashing some water at him.

“Oh. Well, once Hem had a good time,” Scott replied cheerfully, before leaving Zelda alone in the bath. She had been planning on telling him now what had happened between her and Ernest last night, but it was clear Scott was in no mood to hear such things right now. But she didn’t care. She was too angry.

She grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her before following him out, leaving bubbles and wet footprints behind her. He heard her stomping and turned around.

“Once Hem had a good time?” she said, her anger clear. “Why are you so concerned about a man who is such a phoney?”

“A phoney?” Scott exploded. “What are you basing this on?”

“My eyes!” she yelled back. “You think he’s some great friend when the man is a fake and a leech who will take anything he can from you!” she said and in her head, added, “including your wife.”

“Hem is a friend! I talk to him and he gives me feedback on my writing and… you’re the one who’s the leech!” he spat out, with childish insolence. “You’re always demanding something!” he added, before storming off on her.

Zelda stood there, her skin growing cold, soapy bath water pooling at her feet. She decided to wait until Scott was less prickly about Hem to tell him what happened. God, she cursed the day Scott met Ernest.

*

Except, Scott never got less prickly about Hem. In fact, he only got more defensive of him as the time went by. It seemed impossible to find a time to tell him about what had happened. She wasn’t sure Scott would even believe her.

In April, Scott’s third book, The Great Gatsby, was finally published to great acclaim and slow sales. Zelda, never caring much about the former after Scott’s first book, was concerned about the latter. But whenever she mentioned the cables she spied from Max lying around the apartment, reporting figures in the thousands less than they had expected, Scott brushed her off.

“Hem says it’s not about the money, it’s about the quality of the writing. Great writing is its own reward,” Scott would reply.

“Oh that’s wonderful,” Zelda replied lightly. “So they’ll give us credit at the greengrocer because your writing is great,” she added.

“Hem knew you would be like this,” Scott replied irritated and smug.

“Like what?” Zelda said, her brows furring together.

“Obsessed with the money,” Scott replied as he poured himself a drink from the nearly empty bottle of gin. Hadn’t he only bought that yesterday? Zelda asked herself. She certainly hadn’t had any and there had been no guests over.

“I wouldn’t call concern over slow sales an obsession!” she shot back hotly. “What else does Hem say about me?”

But Scott simply pursed his lips and left the room, leaving Zelda wondering.

In May, Scott and Hem left for Lyon together to pick up the car that Scott and Zelda had abandoned on the way back from Italy, months before. Zelda, frankly, breathed a sigh of relief knowing that Scott would be gone for a few days. The temporary ease which they had salvaged had disappeared. The damage of Edouard and the subsequent events were still raw, and Zelda increasingly felt like Hem wasn’t helping the chasm between her and Scott.

Whenever she was around Hem, the hatred between them was obvious. Zelda had no doubt that her rejection of had been the very thing that turned him so much against her. A rejection that he knew, she would not, could not tell Scott about. As she spent more time with Hadley, Zelda also got an insight into how Hemingway liked his woman; compliant and dependent. Neither of which were traits Zelda possessed.

Scott not only noticed the tension between Zelda and Hem, he seemed to relish it. He believed them to be in a tug of war over him and he enjoyed feeling like a valuable prize.

That summer, Zelda published a short story she had written a few years previous, Our Own Movie Queen and was pleased by both the money and praise she received for it. She had not published any writing since they were in the States and she enjoyed the warmth that the completion of the action gave her. But this time, Zelda noticed a big difference in Scott to her endeavour. He seemed to view the accomplishment as an act of aggression.

He had never been respectful of Zelda’s ‘pin money’ as he called what she was paid for her work. He always made it clear to her that the only reason publications were even interested in publishing her writing was because she was his wife. But his feelings had never ventured into anger or paranoia before. Things changed that summer.

Scott openly mocked her writing to her and their friends, finding endless amusement in belittling anything kind that was said about it. The attacks stung. At first, she wondered if it was a type of delayed punishment for her affair. But one night, when they were returning home after another late evening sampling Parisian delights, Scott turned to her and said “So you’re the writer in the family now,” venom heavy in his voice.

“Scott, you’re drunk,” she said tiredly.

“Yes, I am,” he admitted, nodding his head with great exaggeration. “And you’re a scheming thief.”

She said nothing, but she felt the fury build inside. She despised him when he was like this. Weak and drunk and self-indulgent. These days, it was rare to find him not like this.

“You think you can, you can, prove something to me! By getting a story published. About how easy it is. But you’re no writer, Zelda. You just scribble pretty words on a page. Hem agrees.”

She turned, looking into his eyes. They were filled with contempt. In that moment, she knew hers were too. With all her might, she raised her right arm back and slapped Scott hard across the face. “Take that back to Hem,” she said, before hailing herself a taxi. They didn’t speak for two days.





Chapter Forty-One

Zelda and Scott decided to return to Antibes once again. The Murphys’ villa was nearly complete and Zelda privately hoped that if they got out of Paris for a bit, maybe they could break some of their bad habits. She wasn’t a fool. She recognised their familiar pattern. But Zelda felt claustrophobic.

Her Parisian address book fell off a table in the hall one day and Zelda flicked through it, this map of their lives. There were bootleggers and rental agencies, doctors and furriers and corset shops and dining establishments. Their bedfellows were the literary and artistic darlings of the moment and the glamour and beautiful insinuations of the menagerie of people in her address book did nothing to lift the hollowness Zelda felt within herself.

They stayed at the Cap Hotel and made daily trips to the newly refurbished Villa America, the Murphy’s new home. It was beautiful. Decorated in a moorish style, Zelda would sit in the garden, forgetting her location entirely and allowing the scent of Gerald’s blooms to transport her to somewhere she had never been.

Zelda relished day after day without Hem. Unfortunately, he was never too far from Scott’s mind or his conversation. She was lost as to how to handle this interloper to her marriage. Scott’s eye being turned by a woman, she had grown accustomed to that. There were objects to him, conquests. They had no hold on him. But this man, this arrogant, surly beast. Scott listened to him more than Zelda these days. About his writing, about decisions, about everything. Nobody but Zelda had ever occupied this role before. She hated Hem for his interference and his negative influence over Scott.

Hem knew what a low tolerance Scott had for liquor, yet encouraged him to drink past the point of no return. After a night out to dawn, Ernest would still rise before 9:00 am and get a day’s work done, while Scott languished in bed, cursing his hangover. Ernest only encouraged Scott’s paralysing self-doubt about the quality of his work. He would praise Scott as he spent weeks writing and rewriting one chapter, while he ploughed through pages on his own work. To Zelda, the sabotage was clear. But it seemed she was the only one it was clear to.

Every morning, she took her coffee to the hotel balcony and stared into the blue abyss of the expansive ocean, searching for clarity about what to do. Every morning, her coffee went cold, her mind none the clearer.

The days at Antibes followed a steady pattern, one which summoned delight and dread in Zelda. Mornings would begin late, with a swim at the beach at the Murphys while the children played on the sand. Scottie and Honoria Murphy were great pals still and Zelda felt a surge of love in her heart at Scottie’s joy when she built a wobbly sandcastle or found a pretty seashell. At 11am, like clockwork, sherry would be brought out to the beach along with Gerald’s favourite biscuits, as a mid-morning refreshment. They would take a leisurely lunch and spend the afternoon at Eden Rock. The children took diving lessons and Zelda would challenge MacLeish to diving competitions in order to entertain herself.

Then, the Fitzgeralds would make a brief return to their hotel to change for dinner before heading back to Villa America. It was usually somewhere between pulling her stockings on and fastening her pearls that Zelda felt the dread rise in her.

“Are you planning on drinking tonight?” she would ask Scott, trying to sound relaxed. Sometimes he replied “Yes, just a few.” Other times, no, he was going to stick to water. Most times, he did neither. Scott had ruefully commented to Zelda about the fact they were not included in the guests invited to stay at the cottage at Villa America. Zelda hadn’t responded. She knew why. If they were at Hotel Du Cap, they could always be shown the door when Scott got too drunk. A state he was in more often than not these days.

The Zelda at the Riviera that summer was a very different Zelda than the one all their friends had been used to. There was a discipline and focus within her. She kept up the work on her self-portrait that she had begun earlier in the year and spent long, happy hours discussing hues and tones with Gerard and Sara. She continued practising ballet and there was steady discipline in her efforts. Scott, who had never seen his wife apply herself to anything other than a good time before didn’t take it seriously.

“She’s really coming into her own,” Gerald said one evening to Scott as Zelda showed off the paint splashes stuck to the hairs on her arm to the other guests.

“This painting stuff? Yes, it’s funny to see her be rather studious about something. Maybe she’ll understand how difficult it is to apply yourself to something other than dresses and dalliances,” he replied mockingly.

Gerald didn’t say anything, but he got the impression that Zelda’s exertion of independence was bothering Scott.

It wasn’t only painting and ballet that Zelda worked at. She wrote more short stories and could often be found basking in the sun, writing and erasing and rewriting sentences and words, trying to find just the right phrase for her latest piece. And while she derived satisfaction from the completion and sale of these stories, many of them still appeared under Scott’s name. Each time a new piece was printed, her jolt of pride would be quickly replaced by a stirring anger at seeing Scott’s name above her words. Hadn’t he got enough credit for her work over the years? Zelda had been taken aback to see her own words, said in a drug haze after she gave birth to Scottie, put into Daisy Buchanan’s mouth. The pain of that betrayal still tasted like poison in her mouth.

In fact, much of Zelda had gone into Daisy; just like with all of Scott’s female characters. In the very early days of their courtship, she had felt flattered by the inclusion of her diaries and letters and conversations. She derived a satisfaction that Scott thought her witty enough to use her words. But lately, the more she contemplated it, the angrier she felt about it all.

And here she was, years later, still being forced to use Scott’s name to publish her work. Surely if her words were good enough to include in his books, they were good enough to be published under their own merit? But as Scott liked to point out, his name earned them more money than hers did for the articles. It was another way for him to show her that without Scott Fitzgerald, Zelda was nothing.

On one particularly beautiful evening, they all met at Eden Rock for some predinner cocktails. Sara and Gerald packed multiple picnic baskets filled with canapés and bottles of wine, sparkling glasses and premixed lemon sours that Gerald had made. On that day, Scott had been drunk since lunch and he had only gotten worse as the day went on. Zelda stood there at the rock, watching him drunkenly stumble from one group to the next, looking for a spoon, for some unknown reason. She watched as everyone else, apart from Sara who knew better, laughed off Scott’s messiness and talked gaily amongst themselves.

Zelda could see the night stretching before her as if it were the pink and lavender sky in front of her very eyes. Often, there only lay two options available to her. She could either watch with growing anxiety as Scott got drunker and more insulting, apologising loudly to Sara in a bid to shame him, which it never did. Or she could get just as drunk as him in a bid to tolerate him and find some amusement. But tonight, she didn’t feel like doing either. She carefully placed her glass on the ground and swiftly shrugged her shoulders out of her dress.

“Zelda?” Sara asked as she stepped out of her silk evening gown, leaving it in a pile on the ground. Zelda ignored her as she removed her heels, as murmurs of chatter and her name began to pass among the crowd. She had her back turned to them now. She wondered if Scott even noticed she stood before them in a state of undress. The wind blew gently against her slip and the hairs on her arm stood up. Zelda took a few quick steps, gathering momentum along the way before finally running, lifting her arms above her head in a diving position and pushing herself off the 40-foot cliff in front of her.

To Zelda, it felt like the world stopped on the way down. She heard the wind rushing by her ears and it blew the hem of her slip above her waist. The sea and rocks hurtled towards her and Zelda wondered, with curiosity, which one she would hit.

She landed in the sea, her fingers breaking through the water, her head and body following suit. The water was cold and sharp and stung her skin. It filled up her nostrils as she swam, a little deeper at first, before pushing up, breaking through the surface. Above her, the watching crowd broke into a gale of applause and hollers as Zelda tasted salt on her wet lips. Her breath came in gasps as she bobbed, adrenaline roaring through her veins. She blew kisses to them above and swam on her back, lifting her legs grandly while flicking water with her arms, putting on a show. What they couldn’t see were the tears rolling down her face.





Chapter Forty-Two

They returned once more to Paris, but not in a state of refreshment like Zelda had hoped. Her skin was suntanned, but any recovery she had gained with her health disappeared quickly and she became sicker than ever.

Scott wasn’t much better. He was either in the throes of a hangover or on the way to getting drunk. Sara Mayfield was studying at the Sorbonne and Zelda was delighted to have a piece of home with her in Paris. Increasingly, she wanted to see less and less people. The endless nights and city lights didn’t draw her desire the way it once did. Zelda was too sick, too tired of the endless carousel they were on. Where once the nights had been exciting, the beginning of an evening offering untold pleasures; now, these nights only elicited in her a sense of dread and anxiety.

Zelda was delighted to have an ally in her campaign against Hem; Sara Mayfield also couldn’t stand him. But nobody could convince Scott of Hem’s duplicity and to Zelda’s horror, the Murphys had also begun worshipping at the altar of Hemingway.

A quiet anger and despair lay in Zelda, one that felt like it was eating up her very insides. Scott’s blind adoration and devotion to Hem above his own marriage; Scott’s derision of any work she committed herself to; his selfish demanding of her attention and energies when it suited him and his irritation at her presence when it didn’t—it was destroying her. Zelda existed on a seesaw of Scott’s emotions, wants and needs, without consideration of hers.

Zelda frequently raged at Scott about Hem, about his liberties with Scott’s money, about his obnoxious manner and egotistical tales, about the awful things she knew he said about her—because Scott told her so.

But the more Hem and Zelda badmouthed the other to Scott, the more satisfaction he seemed to derive. Hemingway was destroying him and Zelda felt she was the only one who could see it.

Scott was always useless the day after drinking. He had never been able to work after getting tight. Zelda knew he hadn’t even begun work on a new book and the only reason he cranked out any short stories was to keep Zelda from complaining about how much money he was spending. But Scott refused to see the impact Hem was having on his writing.

When Scott gave money to Hem, it gave Zelda yet another reason to rage at Hem’s manipulation of Scott. The break to Antibes had not softened any closeness between Scott and Hem; in fact, they seemed to only be spending more time together. Zelda would hiss at Scott about Hem, about what a phoney he was and how he manipulated everyone around him.

“You’re so blind!” she told Scott, on more than one occasion. “Ernest plays the poor mouth to everyone so he has to pay for nothing! You know I heard that he kept going on about how he had no winter coat at the Dingo one day, that finally one of the other writers gave him the one off his own back! He had probably just left his own coat at home!”

“Zelda, you must stop working yourself over such things. The doctor says it will only aggravate your colitis!” Scott said, his voice part irritation, part concern.

“My life irritates my colitis,” she shot back, clutching her stomach as it twisted in pain.

It was clear Zelda’s health wasn’t improving and in January they decided to head to Salies-de-Béarn to take the cure. The resort was out of season and the town was dead. Zelda, Scott and Scottie resided in it like phantoms, the days a blurring grey haze from one to the next.

By March she felt well enough to return to Paris. But the city brought neither of one of them any joy; only reminders and recriminations of what their lives had become. Hem returned from New York at the same time and invited Scott and Zelda out to dinner.

“I don’t want to go,” she told Scott bluntly as she lay curled in a seat by the window, a book across her lap.

“He wants to thank me for helping him with Max,” Scott said, exasperatedly. “Can’t you do this for me?” He continued wheedling at her until she agreed to an early daytime meal.

If it was even possible, Hem was even more arrogant than the last time Zelda had saw him. He walked as if someone had inflated his chest with hot air. Thanks to Scott, he had just been to New York to sign a contract with Max Perkins. They planned on publishing his work later this year. But although Scott had told her Hem wanted to say thanks for his help in getting the deal, he spoke of nothing but his own greatness over the meal.

“Max said it could quickly become a modern classic,” Hem said, tearing into a chicken leg in such a disgusting, excessive manner that Zelda found her weak appetite disappearing entirely.

Zelda allowed Scott and Hem to dominate the conversation, disappearing into herself, as was happening more and more these days. Hem said he planned on going to Austria with Hadley and Bumby and Scott told him that they were thinking of heading back to the Riviera for a bit.

“That’s funny, Hadley never mentioned anything about Austria when I called and asked her why she wasn’t coming to lunch,” Zelda said, watching Hem’s face shadow.

“It’s not set in stone yet,” he replied, glaring at Zelda. Zelda just glared right back.

“Sara and Gerald have finished the work on their Villa and they’re quite keen to show it off,” Scott said, boasting.

“Yes, Sara has been on for us to come down soon too. She said we could stay at the cottage,” Hem replied, smiling broadly at Scott. He knew that the Fitzgeralds were never invited to stay at the Villa America.

“Wonderful,” Scott said, the smile not quite reaching his eyes. “Lucky you.” Zelda shot a side-eyed look to Scott, but he refused to meet her gaze.





Chapter Forty-Three

Soon after, they left for Antibes, again. Scottie had gotten so used to travelling she had taken to leaving the little pink suitcase Scott had bought her by her bedroom door, waiting for her parents to tell her once again, that they were off on an adventure. Zelda increasingly felt that there was something terrible just looming on the horizon. But she didn’t know what.

They rented Villa Paquita, a damp, unpleasant place where they stayed for two months. Scott suffered through writing short stories to provide for them. He was commanding more money than ever per story, but he was writing so few of them their finances bore no improvement.

The sheen of being back at Antibes wore off quicker than it ever had for Zelda. She watched as the same people carried on around her, doing the same things, seeming content with their life. But she felt no happiness. The things that had once delighted her only bored her. Their days and nights became a story she knew too well, one she had read too many times. Some days, it was all she could do to stop herself from screaming.

One night, while at a farewell party for Alexander Woollcott, Zelda took in the room around her. All the right people saying all the right things and Zelda felt the urge to scream until her throat was raw. Instead, she drank until the sadness ebbed away a bit.

One after another, they droned on with their speeches and their self-indulgence. Things needed to be livened up.

“I have been so touched by all the kind words. But what are words?” Zelda announced loudly, all eyes on her. Even Scott’s drunken, hazy ones.

“Nobody has offered our departing hero any gifts to take with them. I’ll start off,” she said, before hitching up the side of her dress, tugging at her underwear until it dropped around her ankles and with the grace of Mata Hari, stepped out of her black lace underwear, hooking them with one of her fingers before flinging them over to Woollcott. She blew him a kiss and downed the rest of her champagne as the room stood in a stunned silence before breaking into a round of applause. Even the adulation didn’t make her feel better. Nothing did anymore.

*

The Murphys invited the Hemingways to stay, just as Hem had said they would. Zelda knew Scott was deeply put out by the fact they had been invited to stay at Villa America. But Scott still wouldn’t allow anybody to give a whisper of criticism against Hem; even himself.

Zelda was surprised when she heard Hadley and Bumby would be travelling by themselves. “Where’s Hem?” Zelda asked of Scott, but he would only mutter something about him working on rewrites somewhere.

But Sara wrote to her with the real story; Hem and Pauline Pfeiffer were having an affair and all their set in Paris was abuzz with the gossip—and apparently, Hadley knew.

“The poor girl,” Zelda said aloud after reading Sara’s letter, even though Hadley was older than her. There was just something so helpless about that woman, she always seemed younger than her years to Zelda, in maturity if not in appearance.

Zelda raged to Sara about it over lunch that afternoon. They were sitting out on the flagstone terrace, the waves of La Garoupe beach lapping in the distance. Sara and Gerald had spared no expense with the renovation of the villa and Zelda was once again reminded of their vast and secure wealth. The gleaming chrome furniture glinted in the sunlight as they sat shaded beneath a linden tree. The black tiled floors contrasted with the white, fresh walls and when the wind blew right, your nostrils filled with the fragrant tangerines and lemons from the orchard. Eucalyptus and mimosa also wafted past the cedar trees, which lead down to the farmhouse—or cottage, as the Murphys referred to it—at the back of the property for guests, along with a studio for Gerald’s painting. It was a slice of paradise in paradise itself and Zelda couldn’t help but wonder what it must be like to be Sara Murphy and to never feel anxious about anything.

“It’s completely reprehensible how he’s treating Hadley,” Zelda said, angrily. “She’s done nothing but support him. I don’t know how she puts up with it, knowing all of Paris is laughing at her.”

“Oh, Zelda, marriages are complicated, we don’t know what’s going on between them,” Sara said, pouring them both some mint tea. In a flash, Zelda realised. “You knew,” she said to Sara. No question needed, it was a statement.

“We don’t condone it but we can hardly tell him what to do with his marriage,” Sara said, trying to diplomatically defuse the conversation.

“By remaining his friend you’re condoning it,” Zelda retorted. She was disappointed in them all—was there anything they wouldn’t forgive Hem?

Hadley and Bumby arrived, both looking ill and drawn. It turned out Bumby had a whooping cough and the Murphys had no idea until they arrived in Antibes. It was impossible for them to stay at Villa America; Sara was terrified that Bumby would infect them all. A solution was quickly reached; Zelda and Scott had already decided to move to Villa St Louis which was nearer to the beach and casino. Hadley and Bumby could take the damp villa, which would be good for his cough. Although their new place was larger, it was the garden which had sealed the move for Zelda. Set among orange and lemon groves with pink oleanders, scarlet bougainvillaea and purple clematis creeping around the walls, it was the only thing that brought a smile to her face. The flowers would be perfect for her painting; a fragrant haven of her own.

“Bumby is sick—where’s Hem?” Zelda couldn’t help ask Scott as they stood outside Villa Paquita one day. Along with the Murphys, they would all gather at the villa gates once a day, passing a cocktail through to Hadley as her and Bumby remained painfully isolated on the other side. Zelda thought it was the most lonesome thing she had ever seen.

“Ssshh,” Scott replied, hushing her as if Hadley might hear. As if Hadley hadn’t already asked herself the same question.

When Hem eventually did arrive, he wasn’t alone—Pauline was with him. “My God,” Zelda said to Scott when he told her. “Has he no shame?”

“Well, I think they’ve worked out some arrangement,” Scott replied, blushing.

“What kind of arrangement?” Zelda asked.

“Well, the three of them are staying at the villa together and Hem spoke with Hadley and she’s fine with it. Apparently, she and Pauline are growing closer,” he explained, trying to make his voice sound light and relaxed.

Zelda found the whole thing distasteful and the oddness of the trio and their presence at the daily activities only encouraged Zelda to keep her own company.

“Darling, we hardly see you anymore!” Sara exclaimed after a week of absence from Zelda.

“I’ve been busy painting,” Zelda replied, kissing her friend on the cheeks. “I permanently smell of turpentine.”

“That’s wonderful!” Sara exclaimed. “I must come over and have a look.” Zelda nodded and told her to come by anytime she wanted and spoke in the same way she always did but there was a heavy sadness that hung over her and clouded her face when she thought nobody was looking.

Sara watched Zelda a lot that evening and she seemed remote, removed from them all. No matter how hard Zelda tried to keep her conversation flowing or her face happy, it was obvious to Sara that her heart wasn’t in it.

As she thought back over the last year, Sara realised how much of a change in Zelda there had been. Sara wondered if Scott had noticed it. But these days, Scott didn’t notice much of anything unless it was at the bottom of a bottle.

*

Sara Mayfield came down during the summer to stay at Villa St Louis. Scott hoped her visit would lift the despair that followed Zelda around like a cloud these days. Contrary to what Sara thought, Scott wasn’t oblivious to the change in Zelda and her worsening mental state. He just didn’t know what to do.

They picked Sara up at the station and Zelda chatted away happily as they spun around the winding cliff roads, the sea sparkling before them. “I heard Hem’s got a new book,” Sara said. “What’s it about?”

“Bullfighting, bullslinging and bullsh—” Zelda said before Scott interrupted her.

“Zelda! Don’t say things like that!” Scott admonished her.

“I’ll say anything I want!” Zelda shot back.

“Say anything you please but lay off Ernest,” Scott replied angrily.

“Why should I?” Zelda demanded, the pair of them oblivious to Sara’s presence. On they went in that fashion all the way back to the villa and the tension followed Scott and Zelda around for the rest of the day.

“I’m so sorry,” Sara said to Zelda later as they joined with the rest of the American group for dinner and drinks at the casino. “I didn’t mean to start an argument between you and Scott.”

“Oh you didn’t, darling. We only ever fight these days. It gives us something to do,” Zelda replied, giving her arm a squeeze.

Sara assumed she was joking. “I really don’t understand why he’s so protective over Hemingway,” Sara answered, puzzled.

“Maybe they’re in love,” Zelda said, gulping her drink.

Sara laughed but Zelda didn’t join in, she only stared at her. “You can’t possibly think that!” she said.

“I don’t know what I think anymore,” Zelda answered. “All I know is that there’re three people in my marriage since Hem came along and Scott and I have never been unhappier.”

Sara, unsure of what to say, didn’t know how to fill the silence.

“He comes over every day, you know. You’ll see for yourself. Scott devotes hours to him, helping him with his writing, discussing ways to improve his work. He neglects his own writing, but he doesn’t seem to care. He’s only managed to get five stories done in the last year; the rest of his time is divided between Hem and alcohol. His two loves now. I hate him for it and then I hate myself for that and I want it all to end but I don’t know what will then begin,” Zelda said, her voice sorrowful.

“Zelda,” Sara said, grabbing her friend’s hand.

“Don’t say anything, Sara. Don’t say one kind thing to me. I can’t handle it.” Zelda was on the point of breaking.





Chapter Forty-Four

They returned to Paris after Scott had to call the doctor for Zelda.

One night, it was as if a madness descended across her. She became uncontrollably hysterical, sobbing and screaming and speaking in riddles to the sky above her.

At first, Scott thought she was just pretending, trying to get his attention. But when he grabbed her roughly and shook her shoulders telling her to cut it out, he looked into Zelda’s eyes and saw they were rabid and wild, filled with a terror he had never seen on his wife’s face. He tried slapping her out of it, his hand leaving a bright red mark across her cheek. But although her head snapped back with the force, it quickly swung back around and Zelda proceeded with her ramblings as if she had not even felt it.

The doctor had no choice but to sedate her with morphine to get her to stop. Even then, whatever it was that was inside Zelda causing this to happen fought the drugs. Right up until the moment her body finally caved and passed out, she had continued to whisper strange sentences, her hands pawing at something invisible in front of her.

Zelda only remembered the event in fragments the next day. But it was enough to scare her. When she said to Scott she thought they should return to Paris, he didn’t argue. As they coursed towards the city, Zelda felt like Daisy in Gatsby’s car, hurtling towards New York and destruction. It was as if Scott’s stories were coming to life. She was finding it hard to tell where fiction ended and fact began.

*

But without further incident, the event soon slipped from their importance. As it occur again and their doctor didn’t have a clue as to what had happened in the first place, there was no need to take action on it Scott said.

So Zelda and Scott did what they always did—pretended everything was fine when it so clearly wasn’t.

Zelda threw herself into her art, writing pieces under Scott’s name to pay for dance supplies and tickets to the ballet. Her interest was blossoming into an obsession. She was fascinated by Mikhail Larionov’s designs for the Diaghilev ballet and she was still keeping up her own lessons with Egorova too, constantly trying to push herself harder. Ballet consumed her days; Zelda cared for nothing else, not even Scottie. When she danced, the anxiety and terror abated for a while. But when she stopped, it came back ten times harder. Her grasp on sanity was slipping a little more every day.

To the world, Zelda looked as if she had it all. But she carried her unhappiness around, a yoke around her neck. The whispering winds in the Parisian trees that once comforted her now seemed like a warning. Her sleep was fitful and often, full of terrifying dreams. Unknown monsters tore at Zelda’s flesh and she would wake up in a silent scream, unable to make a noise, paralysed from the fear. In the morning, she stirred from these dreams with her breath held, waiting. Waiting for something unknown. Waiting for something awful.

She couldn’t stand the crowd of people Scott now hung out with. Most of them he had met in the Dingo—that cursed place where he had run into Hem—and they were nothing but a bunch of oafs to Zelda. The last time Scott had insisted on her accompanying him, she sat there as they talked about sex like they had invented it before getting so drunk that by the time they got to the bal-musette, she could hardly stand. Obliteration through gin was the only way she could even tolerate being around them.

Zelda much preferred spending time with Romaine Brooks and Ether Murphy (sister of Gerald and deeply disapproved by him). Both of them were lesbians and were once she would’ve been shocked by this, it no longer bothered her.

But it soon became obvious that someone—and she would put money on it being Hem—was dripping poison into Scott’s ear about her new companions. He kept dropping insinuations that Zelda was a lesbian. He also grew paranoid of her time when she wasn’t with the women, once again quizzing her on where she had been and which men were there on the occasions she did go out without him.

Between the paranoia and the drinking, Scott was hardly getting any work done at all. He would go out on an all-night binge with Hem and stumble in at 4am, reeking of smoky bars and sweat. But Hem would still rise the next morning and set to write at his depressing little desk and his work wasn’t affected at all.

The more of an influence Hem exerted over Scott, the more convinced Zelda became that he was on a mission to ruin him—which she said with increasing frequency to Scott. She could feel a row brewing between them and finally, one day, it cracked wide open.

“Ester and Natalie have invited me out for dinner this evening and I think I’m going to go,” she told Scott one afternoon.

“On a date?” he sneered at her. He was suffering from the night before and had been in a foul mood all day.

Zelda didn’t have the patience for him today. “If that’s what you want to call it,” she replied. “But if you’re going on a date with Hem, you might want to organise for Scottie to be minded.”

“What did you say about Hem?” he snapped. It wasn’t only his voice that snarled at her, his face had twisted itself into an angry contortion.

“I said that if you’re going on another date with Hem, that you need to have someone babysit Scottie,” she answered, knowing full well Scott had heard her the first time. “Or haven’t you heard the rumours?”

“What rumours?” Scott demanded.

“About you and Hem. Robert McAlmon has been saying that you and Ernest are fairies together.”

“That’s a lie!” Scott yelled, the colour draining from his face.

“Why, because Hem’s so manly?” Zelda said, laughter in her voice. “If he was that masculine, he wouldn’t have to try so hard to convince everyone. And lord knows you haven’t been interested in my body for months.”

Now the colour returned to Scott’s face; big splodges of rouge, high on his cheeks. Zelda knew she had hit him where it hurt. The last few times they had tried to have sex, Scott had been too drunk to perform.

He stormed out of the room without saying anything. But Zelda knew this fight wasn’t over. They stewed in angry silence for days. Zelda carried on with her ballet lessons and dinners out and Scott went off to wherever it was he went these days. Increasingly, he had no standards for who he drank with, as long as he wasn’t drinking alone.

One evening, just as Zelda was getting ready to go into bed, she heard a key in the door and a drunken Scott stumbled in. “Well, this makes a change,” she couldn’t help but remark. “Home before midnight. Now there’s something you haven’t done before.”

“I need to conserve my strength,” he sneered, clearly building himself up to something. “Going to need my energy.”

Zelda resisted rising to his bait, choosing instead to go into their bedroom and ready herself for sleep. But Scott wasn’t allowing her lack of engagement stop him.

“Don’t you want to know why?” he asked, sloppily following her into the room.

“No,” she replied. “It probably has something to do with Hem.”

“Quite the contrary, it involves the exact opposite of Hem,” he slurred at her as she pulled back the covers and slipped between the cold sheets.

She turned on her side, placing her back to him and was about to start reading a book when Zelda felt something land on her hip before sliding down in front of her. It was a cardboard box. No label, completely blank.

“What is this?” she asked picking it up as she settled herself upright in bed.

“Condoms,” Scott said proudly. “Even the finest whores of Paris insist you wear one. I’m going to prove to you that there is nothing wrong with my manhood and there is nothing peculiar between me and Hem.”

With all the force she could muster, she threw the box in his face. “Get the hell out of here, Scott,” she screamed, “before I kill you.”





Chapter Forty-Five

Zelda had never felt further from Scott. They barely spoke and when they did, it was to trade passive-aggressive insults.

When a telegram came asking Scott to go to Hollywood and work on flapper comedy for Constance Talmadge, Zelda knew his ego was never going to say no. But desperate to get away from Paris and Hemingway and everything they had become here, Zelda began packing their bags immediately.

Scottie sat watching her parents, rifling through their things, shoving clothes and books into bags, wondering where they were off to this time.

*

1927

They left Scottie in Washington with Scott’s parents and a part of Zelda’s heart remained with her child as she travelled on the Twentieth Century Limited Train; the red and purple and green and brown streaks of the land filling her irises.

There was an earthquake not long after they arrived. They lay under their bed at the Ambassador Hotel as all around them shook. They both moved their hands towards the other, but neither one ever made the connection. The white roses on the trellis outside swung wildly, petals whirling all around as a parrot fled to the pool for safety.

Their bungalow was luxurious but it wasn’t homely. Zelda wrote to Scottie incessantly, filling days and pages with her love and thoughts. Their neighbours were John Barrymore and Pola Negri, Carl Van Vechten and their old friend Carmel Myers who Scott immediately tried to hit on. She politely rebuffed him. Everyone threw a party in their honour to welcome them and Scott was in his element. His two biggest loves—alcohol and his genius—were being celebrated.

Zelda used to count herself in the category of his love. But something had died in Paris between them and the confidence of her youth had given way to suspicion and mistrust. She constantly worried that Scott would leave her, while at the same time, she could hardly stand to be around him.

After a couple of weeks of mixing with the Hollywood elite, Zelda became bored. It was the same game, different continent. At least in Paris, there had been other things to exhilarate her. There were no such diversions here; only networking and showcasing and beautiful things faked for the cameras, while the scenery boards rotted behind.

It was at such a party—a luncheon thrown for them by Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford—that Scott and Zelda met Lois Moran. A pretty little thing ripened to the age of 17, she didn’t seem to be anything special to Zelda. But one look at Scott’s moonstruck face gazing upon the freshness and vitality that only a teenager can offer told Zelda that he did not feel the same.

The scriptwriting was taking Scott longer than he thought; the flow of words did not come to him as easy anymore, not when it was demanded en masse. But despite the consumption of work, he still managed to spend increasing amounts of time with Lois and her mother, who insisted on accompanying her daughter everywhere.

Scott left Zelda at home in the cottage that wasn’t a home. By February, she had still not got any replies from Scottie and Zelda grew panicked by their lives; their lack of home, the distance from their daughter and Scott’s ever increasing attachment to Lois. When Scott wasn’t with Lois, he spoke of her incessantly—pretending he cared about ‘her craft’ and conniving ways to make her a star in one of his screenplays, in return for her affection.

“Is she your new Ernest?” Zelda asked angrily one night as Scott readied himself to go to a dinner with Lois and her mother that Zelda was not invited to. She wouldn’t want to go, anyway. But Scott’s insistence at her absence stung bitterly.

Scott purpled at the suggestion. “There was nothing going on between Ernest and me!” he growled.

“Oh, but there is with Lois?” Zelda replied, catching him in his own response. He took a moment, standing there, his tie half-formed, trying to grasp a hold of the right words to formulate a response.

“I respect her. At least she’s done something with her life, she’s trying to achieve something and I understand that. I admire it! She’s got guts—it’s a pity the same cannot be said of you!” he screamed at Zelda, before slamming the cottage door and disappearing into the night.

The fury rose in Zelda like a flame. How dare he! She had tried to achieve something with her writing and painting and Scott had fought her every step of the way. How could she ever achieve anything when gave her the space to do nothing except be his wife? He didn’t even want her to be a mother, controlling her interactions and relationship with Scottie.

After that night, Scott openly compared Zelda and Lois every chance he got, igniting Zelda’s temper and causing terrible rows. On another night, he was once again leaving Zelda alone to dine with Lois.

“Doesn’t her mother ever get bored of the two of you yammering about her career?” Zelda asked viciously as Scott slapped cologne across his freshly shaved face. It almost masked the smell of booze which perpetually followed him.

“As it happens, Lois mother won’t be joining us tonight. It will just be the two of us, so don’t wait up for me,” he replied lightly, before smiling cruelly into the bathroom mirror, Zelda’s gobsmacked reflection mirrored back at him. He began humming a tune as he shrugged his suit jacket on. The dance of courtship had begun and Scott was making damn well sure Zelda saw it.

Zelda stood rooted to the spot as he once again, closed the cottage door behind her. She played out Scott’s evening before him in her mind; the way his smile softened and his eyes would sparkle as Lois, fresh and clean and pure across the table twinkled at him like the star she wanted to be. Had he already organised a hotel room? Or was that to come? Would he have to persuade her in their intimacy? Or had she already agreed to give herself to him?

Nausea bobbed in Zelda until it finally crashed through the surface and she ran to the bathroom, still stinking of Scott’s cologne, and vomited and retched until there was nothing left.

She padded back into the bedroom and went to the trunk that contained all her new clothes. Zelda had designed them herself, with careful precision. Each material, every detail had been personally selected by her. She had not wanted to let Scott down in Hollywood, to embarrass him the way she had when she first came to New York at the beginning of their marriage. Even among the ruins, she was still trying, for him. She had wanted to be a beautiful creature in a town of beautiful creatures. One that Scott could gaze upon with pride and satisfaction at the fact that she was his wife.

In two trips, she had dumped them all into the bathtub. Emptying Scott’s bottles of liquor—save for one of gin, which she drank directly—onto the clothes, she lit the flammable netting and the delicate lace first. She watched as it gathered flame, licking the bathtub. She felt the heat on her face. Dead-eyed, she looked as the once exquisite clothes transformed into something ugly and ruined.

*

They presented a united front to outsiders. But in seclusion, in the cottage, Zelda seethed with jealousy and Scott resented her for things she was not responsible for. With each party, their antics got more outrageous. They became new tales to weave into the Fitzgerald tapestry of myth. Scott collected jewels from partygoers and boiled them in tomato soup. In the aftermath, Harry Winston and Tiffany’s had a rush on jewel cleaning that they had never before experienced. They attended parties thrown in their honour and ones they weren’t invited to with equal confidence. When they visited William Randolph Hearst at San Simeon, Zelda immediately dashed upstairs to run herself a bath and Scott put a spare bra of Zelda’s he had brought with him on one of the nude statues in the garden. “I find displays of tits rather vulgar,” Scott told his highly irritated host. The fact was, much of Hollywood was thinking the same of Scott.

When he wasn’t arguing with Constance Talmadge over Lipstick, he was running around town with Lois and everyone knew it. He lavished his attention and praise upon her and it hurt Zelda in ways she could not even form into words. To be forced to watch as someone with the bloom of youth basked in the glow of Scott’s affection was devastating. This girl had something Zelda would never again have; freshness.

In March, his screenplay was rejected and they once again headed east, each of them becoming more unrecognisable from the people they had once been.

On the train to Washington, the shape of Lois hung between them in the seats. Her presence was more brashly announced when Zelda came across a piece about her in the paper she was reading. There she was, bright-eyed and plump-lipped, paraphrasing Zelda in the accompanying interview. She said she loved philosophers, adored bathing suits and one of her favourite authors was Scott. It was an interview that could have been lifted from one of Zelda’s own in the 20s. Back when the future seemed bright and she still could only see the gloss of her husband. She threw the paper at Scott in disgust.

“Your little ingénue needs to find an original thought,” she spat. “Although I do know how much you love playing Pygmalion. Tell me, Scott, will she grow up to be disappointed too?”

“No need to be bitter, Zelda. It is the tragedy of all women that they age,” Scott replied, as he scanned the article, grinning at the bits he obviously admired. “I can’t help it if she’s sweet for me.”

“Help it? You cultivated it to feed your ego! You never are happy unless someone is staring at you in wonder, even if they only have two brain cells. Thank God I won’t have to see her swooning face again,” Zelda said angrily.

“You most certainly will—I’ve invited her to stay with us, once we get settled,” Scott told her.

Zelda found her breath coming quickly, her heart fluttering. “You have invited your whore to stay at our home? With our child?” she hissed.

“She’s no whore!” Scott loudly retorted and then, noticing the other passenger’s attention, lowered his voice so that only Zelda could hear. “Although it is ironic to hear you saying that given your past behaviour. She will visit and stay with us and I will hear no more. It is my home and I will invite whoever I like. I do not need your permission and your input is not required.”

Zelda felt as if she had been slapped. Standing up, she cracked open the train window, flooding the cart with air. “What are you doing?” Scott hissed, rising to his feet. But before he could stop her, Zelda unclipped the platinum and diamond watch from her wrist that Scott had given her before they got married. She remembered the joy that had danced inside her, how she would finger the inscription on the back to feel their names beneath her skin. It had been a promise of his love, a symbol of their glittering future, a token of how much she meant to him, how he valued her so.

She flung it out the window. A broken watch for a broken marriage.

*

They collected Scottie from Washington and the only good feeling Zelda experienced in months was when she wrapped her arms around her soft, warm child. She kept Scottie with her as much as she could as they visited Mencken in Baltimore and house hunted in Delaware. Zelda knew Scott would soon employ a nanny that would restrict her time with her daughter. As he always did.

In late March, John Biggs found them Ellerslie; a 19th century colonial style home on the banks of the Delaware River and they signed a lease for 18 months. The house was enormous—it had over 30 rooms—and they had very little to put in them. Over the course of their marriage, they had accumulated fame and hangovers, but not much in the way of furniture. Zelda settled herself into the role of homemaker and took on the task of making Ellerslie theirs. She designed pieces and had them specially made in Philadelphia to fill the rooms.

She applied her artistic skills to the garden furniture and wooden lawn chairs, painting maps of France and stars and flowers with exacting precision. She worked in the garden, enjoying the feel of the soil in her hands and for hours she could pretend she was in Minnie’s garden, back in Montgomery, and all was well. They hired two maids—Ella and Marie—and Zelda would close her eyes sometimes when she heard Ella sing her Deep South spirituals and think of Annie and peach preserves and endless summer days.

In Scottie’s bedroom, the biggest she had ever had, Zelda painted detailed scenes of fairy tales; of knights and princesses, colourful dragons and chests of jewels, spiralling towers and lush forests. She wanted her daughter to be surrounded by tales that always had a happy ending.

As expected, Scott hired another nanny, Mademoiselle Delplangue, who curbed the amount of time Zelda could spend with Scottie. Scott worked on two short stories instead of working on his novel and although they barely traded a kind word anymore, he still asked Zelda to read over his work. She soon realised why.

… The face of a dark saint with tender, luminous eyes… the face of an intense little Madonna… Jake rode away in a mood of exultation, living more deeply in her youth and future than he had lived in himself for years…

“You son of a bitch,” Zelda told him, throwing his pages back at him. “It wasn’t enough that you slept with her, you had to write about her.”

“I didn’t sleep with her,” Scott said wearily. He didn’t even seem to want to fight. “But yes, I did write about her.”

“You expect me to read this,” Zelda said, gesturing to the pages that had scattered around Scott, on the desk, on the floor, “and believe you didn’t sleep with her?”

“I didn’t sleep with her,” Scott said quietly as he began to pick up the pages. “It wasn’t about that.”

That did nothing to comfort Zelda. Whether Scott had slept with Lois became a moot point; he felt something with her. Something he apparently hadn’t felt with Zelda in years. And he made sure she knew it.

“Why the hell did you get me to read this? To twist the knife a little further?” she said, as she blinked away the tears.

“No!” Scott said, seemingly shocked at the suggestion. He clutched the pages to his chest, the way Scottie held her dolls. “I wanted to know, do you think it’s any good?” he asked, pleadingly.

She walked away in disgust, leaving him clutching his words, refusing to let him see her cry. The cruellest thing about Scott was he was too self-involved to even know he was being cruel.

*

For the next few months, Scott tried vainly to write a new novel and cranked out shorts instead. Zelda threw herself into her artwork and created hundreds of beautiful and intricate paper dolls for Scottie to play with. They had huge wardrobes and meticulous detail and she delighted in the hours spent with her daughter in a land of imagination.

“Mama, I can’t tell which dolls are the boy ones and which are the girls,” Scottie said to her the first time she showed her them.

“I know, darling,” Zelda said evenly. “If it doesn’t matter if they’re a boy or a girl, you can make them do anything you want.”

It was only in these moments of play and fantasy that Zelda could easily communicate with her child. Outside of it, she found it increasingly harder as Scottie got older. It was clear the child was ill at ease in Zelda’s company. She stiffened at her presence and Zelda found herself responding in the same way. In Ellerslie, they were all strangers to each other.

Zelda filled her days with art classes in Philadelphia and working on her first oil painting; a depiction of their home, as it felt to her. She also painted lampshades, sketching out people and then filling them with colour. She drew her and Scott and Scottie on a carousel that never stopped spinning, while their friends surrounded them, all part of the scene. Zelda painted and drew so much that she strained her eyes.

Later in the year, she switched to writing and worked on short stories. That is, when they weren’t hosting parties. Scott and Zelda entertained so they didn’t have to be alone together. When they were alone, they fought and made up temporarily, long enough to try for the child Zelda still desperately wanted; only to quarrel again before the sheets have even cooled. Zelda felt as if her life was just something happening around her.

Three of her stories were published that year—all under their joint by-line, even though Scott had nothing to do with them. He continued to say that this was only to gain more money for them, but Zelda didn’t believe him anymore. It wasn’t about money. It was about power. She was exhausted, burned out. She saw Doctor Lefty and he gave her morphine. In the lull, before slumber, Zelda prayed that she would wake up to a different life.

Their families visited; first Scott’s mother, then Marjorie and her daughter Noonie, then Annabel, Scott’s sister. In one way or another, they all commented on the state they found the two of them in. Their families had become accustomed to their eccentric ways, their excessive living. But where once there was mirth, there was now misery, and everyone could see it.

That September, after a particularly debauched house party, Scottie hiding away behind bannisters as her father stumbled and mother retreated within herself, Zelda’s skin began to irritate her. Red blotches appeared, itchy and angry. They meet Emily Vanderbilt and Zelda saw the look in Scott’s eye again and her skin got worse. She scratched until she bled, never finding any satisfaction.

Zelda enrolled Scottie and herself in ballet classes with Catherine Littlefield, Director of the Philadelphia Opera Ballet Corps. She was a former student of Egorova and her tutelage made Zelda feel like she is back in Paris.

She and Scott practically led separate lives now; Scott writing, or more often than not writing, drowning his desperation and his fears. Zelda threw herself into her dance, sculpting her movements, tightening her muscles. Perhaps, if we gave it enough time, we will find their way back to each other again, Zelda thought. What she hoped. That they will somehow break free of their patterns of rows and recriminations and be Scott and Zelda once again. The alternative, that this is who they were now, she could not even entertain.

Zelda practised her ballet three times a week and on the days when she wasn’t dancing, she painted. She was determined to apply herself, to achieve something in her life other than the title of Scott’s ornament. She installed a Victorian mirror that she found when shopping with Anna Biggs, along with a barre in the front room of the house and practised jumps and movements, over and over as ‘The March of the Toy Soldiers’ played. She heard Scott screaming from upstairs, cursing the music and her. But Zelda ignored him, blocking everything else out. There was only her body and its movement to the music.

Sarah Haardt visited from Hollywood, bringing with her tales of the Fitzgeralds’ ruined reputation. Zelda laughed, hollowly. “Another town that’s shamed to have housed us!” she quipped.

“That town is run on smoke and mirrors,” Sara said defiantly. “I defended you both staunchly and people soon stopped spewing tales to me.”

Zelda laughed again, this time, kinder. “You’re too good to us, Sara darling. Most of them were probably true.”

They discussed their work, Sara’s writings on the wives of famous men and Zelda’s articles, which Sara praised. “You have a real talent, Zelda,” she told her honestly.

Zelda brushed her comments off. “Writing is something to do when my eyes are too tired to paint or my body too tired to dance. It’s the ballet I’m really applying myself to. I practice 4 times a week now and barely stop for meals,” she told her friend proudly.

“I hope you’re not pushing yourself too hard,” Sara said, concern in her voice.

“I’m just being disciplined, darling, for the first time in my life. Things are so awful with Scott… I just lose myself in the ballet,” Zelda told her, her voice a little sad and wistful.

“Are things really that bad?” Sara asked, lowering her voice, even though Scott was on the other side of the house and couldn’t possibly hear them.

“Worse than they’ve ever been,” she replied dejectedly. “He resents my ballet, of course. The same way he resents anything I do that doesn’t require him for. We hardly talk these days. Except to fight and then not talk to each other because we’re fighting. Whatever I do is certain to be lost, like all my work. But I’m not doing it for posterity at the moment, I’m doing it for salvation.”

“Zelda Sayre, dare I say you’ve become a suffragette?” Sara teased, laughing.

“I don’t know about Zelda Sayre but Zelda Fitzgerald perfectly understands the limitation of her gender. Mr Fitzgerald never lets her forget.”

*

Over the winter, Scott’s drinking took on a new persona. He once drank to avoid writing; now he drank to force himself to write. He berated Zelda about her discipline and focus and accused her of neglecting him and Scottie. He berated her for the very things he told her she didn’t have in Hollywood; the very things that he said made him respect Lois and not her. Zelda felt like everything she did was wrong.

He wanted to keep her entrapped in his orbit and she found it increasingly suffocating. Even in the morning moments before he rose, Zelda could not relax. She would hold her breath, waiting to hear him stir. Waiting to see what fresh hell the day would bring.

He scared her now, with his brute physicality when he was drunk. He would think nothing of pulling Zelda and shoving her like a rag doll. He did his best to try and disrupt her routine and her classes, but she preserved. Her determination gave him one more thing to add to the list of wrongs she had committed against him.

In February, Rosalind visited with her husband Newman. Zelda, both excited for their visit and fearful of them seeing the truth of her marriage, embraced her sister while steeling herself for the days to come. The start of the visit went well. Zelda showed them the house and her artwork and felt a pride as they admired her lampshades and paper dolls.

“Your eye for detail is incredible,” Newman said in wonder, carefully fingering her dolls and their paper clothes for all seasons. Zelda beamed. “Scott must be so proud,” Rosalind said, not believing for a moment he was.

By the drop of Zelda’s face, she knew she was right, even as her sister muttered, “Yes, he thinks they’re wonderful.”

They didn’t expect to see Scott that night. “He’s been asked to give a talk at the Cottage Club at Princeton,” Zelda told them. “I don’t expect to see him until the morning, you know how these reunions go.”

But as the three of them relaxed in the lounge after dinner, a fire blazing and drinks in hand, they suddenly heard the front door slam.

“Is Scott home?” Rosalind asked as they heard footsteps approach and Zelda immediately knew that if he was home, he was drunk. Very drunk.

Scott stumbled in through the door, looking like a caricature of himself. Sweat poured down his forehead despite the cold outside. His eyes were wild, their colour more pronounced thanks to bloodshot surroundings. They were the colour of the Irish Sea and just as unpredictable.

“Well, isn’t this cosy,” he began and it only got worse from there. Scott picked a fight, Zelda bickered back and he threw a vase into the fireplace, hot ceramic crackling in the grate as the shards ricocheted across the floor. Rosalind and Newman were shocked, but Zelda wasn’t. The anger and the drunkenness went hand in hand these days.

“Goddamn, Scott, you’re a brute Irish mick, just like your father!” He was across the room in a flash and before Zelda knew it, his fist had made contact with her face and she was on the floor. Blood spurted out of her nose and she could taste iron it on her lips. Did Rosalind scream? Or was the scream in her own? Newman’s arms were across Scott’s body, pushing him back. He looked like he wants to inflict more damage to her.

Rosalind pulled Zelda to her feet as her head pounded. Zelda could already feel her eye swelling, it would be black in the morning.

“Go for a walk, Scott!” Newman screamed as Zelda watched him push Scott out the door. “Go upstairs, I don’t care, just get the hell away from her!”

Newman wrangled him out into the hall and shut the door behind him. The three of them stood in the aftermath of the chaos. Zelda could feel Rosalind shaking beside her. “I’m sorry,” she said to Newman and Rosalind. “I shouldn’t have provoked him like that.” They stared at her like she was mad.

“Zelda, come with us. Leave him. You and Scottie can stay with us while you get yourself organised,” Rosalind implored, stroking Zelda’s arm.

“What?” Zelda said, tugging away from her. “I’m not leaving him,” she said in a tone to Rosalind that suggested she was the crazy one.

“You can’t stay with him!” Rosalind exploded and Newman went to her, wrapping his arm around her body in an attempt to calm her.

Leaving wasn’t even an option for Zelda. She couldn’t. She had gone against her entire family to marry Scott and pushed them even further away in the years after their union by taking his side. She had made her bed and lay in it with Scott. To leave him now would mean admitting they had been right, that it was a mistake to marry him. Their lives were in tatters, her heart and her mind too. But Zelda wasn’t willing to give up on them. Not when they still might be able to find a way back to where they had begun. In spite of everything, she still loved Scott. Loving him was what had made her marry him in the first place and it was what made her stay now.

“I’m not leaving him, Rosalind. He’s my husband,” she said haughtily, trying to muster as much dignity as she could with a bloodied nose and swollen eye.

“Are you mad?” Rosalind asked her, eyes bulging and tears streaming down her face. “He hits you, he speaks vile things to you. He wants you to have nothing for yourself and to give everything to him and it has always been that way. Do you expect us to just stand by and watch? As he sucks you dry for everything he can?”

“Nobody is making you stay,” she said coolly, turning her back on her sister and Newman, ashamed to look them in the eye any longer. Scared that she would soften in the face of their compassion.

“Fine,” Rosalind said, mustering her own strength and pulling Newman out to the door. “He will destroy you, Zelda. In the end, he will destroy you.” They left that night, leaving Zelda and Scott in a house of bitter words and the marriage of their making.

*

They carried along in desperate routine, searching for something to fix themselves and fix each other. In March, Scott wrote the first of what would turn out to be a series, creating the adventures of Basil Duke—a bossy Midwestern boy longing for New York life. It was a silly little thing and while it didn’t bring in any literary prizes, it did bring in money.

They decided to return to Paris for a while. Scott hoped the city would work the same magic on him as it had when he wrote Gatsby when there was still promise in his work and his life.

It was wonderful to see Sara and Gerald again and Zelda noticed they greeted her much more warmly than they did Scott. While time had passed since their last visit, the memories of Scott’s drunkenly disorder had not faded. “Are you okay, Zelda? You look very tired,” Sara asked her, as they parted company in the lobby of Hotel de Palais where she and Scott were currently staying.

“Nothing that some good friendship and fine wine won’t fix,” Zelda told her, mustering a weak smile.

They enrolled Scottie in Cours Dieterlen which she attended two days a week before taking the rest of her lessons at home. Zelda planned excursions for them around Paris, but Scott quashed them. “She needs a focused approach to her education, which neither you nor I can give,” he told her and once again, hired another nanny for Zelda to despise.

The Kalmans visited again and Zelda made a confession to Sandy. “I am thinking of becoming a professional ballerina.”

“Really?” Sandy replied, obviously surprised.

“Yes. I was taking lessons in the US and really applying myself. Now that I’m back in Paris, I’m determined to really make a go of it. I took lessons with Madame Egorova before—if anyone can turn me into a professional, it’s her,” Zelda told Sandy, her eyes shining and voice alive with confidence.

“Well, if that’s what you want, Zelda, you should go after it,” Sandy said, giving her friend a hug of reassurance. “It’s clear you’re passionate about it, I’ve no doubt you’ll master it.”

“Do me a favour, don’t say anything to Scott. I mean, he knows I want to resume lessons while we’re here but he doesn’t know how far I want to take it. He’ll only try and dissuade me,” Zelda asked.

Mimicking a zip across her mouth, Sandy replied, “My lips are sealed.”

The only other person Zelda confided her secret to was Gerald. Although he and Sara were still obstinately Scott’s friends too, Zelda knew that they cared for her more. She grabbed a few moments alone with Gerald the next time they stopped by the apartment for dinner. Scott was busy fussing over Sara again, using the excuse of giving thanks that her and Gerald had given them their second apartment on rue Guynemer overlooking the Luxembourg Gardens to live in. “Really, Scott,” Sara said uncomfortably as he kissed her half on her cheek and half on her mouth in thanks. “You and Zelda have both thanked us plenty.”

Pulling Gerald out into the hallway discreetly, amused by her seriousness, “What’s the secret, are we assassinating someone?” Gerald playfully asked.

“I want you to ask Madame Egorova if she will restart her lessons with me again,” Zelda whispered, even though Scott was speaking too loudly to hear anyone but himself.

“Why is that a secret?” Gerald asked, also now whispering. “Scott mentioned you wanted to pick back up ballet while you’re here.”

“That’s not the secret,” Zelda said now, puffing her chest out. “It is my intention to become a professional ballerina. I want to dance in the corps.” Gerald laughed, thinking she was playing a prank on him. But when he saw that her face didn’t change and all seriousness remained drawn there, he reconsidered.

“You can’t be serious, Zelda. The dancers in the Ballet Russes trained for years to get there! Since they were children!”

“Well, I danced when I was a child! And I was quite good. And I’m dancing again now, I’ve been practising like mad in Philadelphia and I intend to do the same here. I just had more of a gap in between but I can make up for lost time,” she said, brightly. Zelda refused to see the faults in her plotlines. She was only thinking about the destination.

“I don’t know about this,” Gerald said, feeling rather uncomfortable. It was a fool’s errand for Zelda to think that she could become a prima ballerina now. She was nearly 30. It was an impossible ask, too much time had been lost. “I don’t want to see you disappointed.”

“The only way I will be disappointed is if I’m not even allowed try,” she said defiantly.

“And you don’t want Scott to know?” Gerald asked as Sara began waving him and Zelda to come back into the drawing room.

“No, not yet. You know what he’s like. He’ll only talk me into not even trying,” Zelda replied out of the side of her mouth, smiling widely at Sara and her husband.

“I can’t say I disagree with him on this occasion,” Gerald muttered. “But I’ll ring Madame for you and ask her to resume lessons.”

Zelda stood up on her toes and planted a big kiss of gratitude on Gerald’s cheek. “Thank you,” she said, beaming at him.

“What are you two plotting?” Sara asked, smiling, grateful they were back in the room and Scott had taken a few steps back away from her.

“An assassination,” Zelda replied cheerfully.

*

Zelda told Madame Egorova of her plans and she had an even more scathing reaction than Gerald. “It is impossible, you are too old,” she told Zelda, in her heavy Russian accent.

“Please, Madame, I know I have much work to do. But I am disciplined and focused. I can do this. Or at least, I can try. Will you please let me try?” Zelda asked, her eyes pleading, her hands clasped together in prayer.

Egorova considered for a moment. She took in Zelda’s form, which was certainly leaner than the last time she saw her. There was a new determination about her. The girl would never make it into the Ballet Russes, the notion was laughable. But she might make it into something.

“Okay. You may try. But you must do exactly as I say. You must give yourself over to me entirely. Oui?”

“Oui, Madame,” Zelda replied excitedly. “Je suis à vous.”

Zelda worked to Egorova’s demanding schedule of 8–10 hours dancing every day. She committed herself with an intensity and passion she had never demonstrated before. Nothing else mattered—not Scott, not Scottie—only ballet. Only her art.

Zelda was exhausted when she got home at night. Her toes bleeding and her legs cramping, she could hardly make it into bed. During the day, she stopped only to eat an orange or a croissant from the bakery she brought with her, tearing the flesh of the fruit in hungry bites, sucking the juice into her burning body as the sweat dripped off her.

She invited Gerald and Sara to the studio to watch her dance, which they happily agreed to. Sara was excited to see what progress Zelda had made.

But Sara had to stop herself from gasping during moments of Zelda’s performance. She looked haggard; deep, dark circles under her eyes. Her muscles pulled and tensed so sharply, Sara feared they would snap. She was sinew and muscle, all her feminine edges had been sculpted with masculine intensity.

“Gerald, I don’t think she’s well,” Sara whispered to her husband.

“No, I don’t think she is,” he replied gravely.

Scott became increasingly angry with Zelda’s ballet. He envied her dedication, her concentration on this task she had set herself. Even with alcohol, he could not write. Without alcohol, he now could not function. As Zelda grew stronger in purpose, Scott weakened and weakened and his next novel seemed like a distant dream.

He was dragged home drunk by angry taxi drivers, banging on their door, waking Scottie and Zelda, demanding to be paid and cursing the smell of urine in their car from Scott wetting himself. He ended up in jail twice and Zelda bailed him out quietly, without telling anyone. She had gone down a path of self-improvement, in her eyes, and he one of self-destruction. She didn’t know how to help him.

They didn’t even try and have sex anymore. Even that, which they had held onto in Baltimore, disappeared. When Scott began to pay attention to Emily Vanderbilt, Zelda didn’t care. In fact, she began to notice things about women that she hadn’t before. Like how Emily’s hair fell back when she laughed, and the jut of her lip before she said something. Zelda wondered what it would be like to feel those lips on hers.

They had Joyce and his wife Nora over for dinner and Zelda was bored by the whole thing as Scott encouraged James to get drunk with him. Zelda found it hard to even make polite chit-chat. It was all pointless, everything was now pointless to her. Only Egorova and ballet mattered.

One night, Zelda woke with a jump. She had been dreaming of Egorova, which wasn’t unusual. But this time, instead of her instructing her how to dance, she was instructing her how to kiss her. And Zelda was complying. She had placed her hand against her teacher’s delicate cheek and felt the press of her breasts against her. It was so different to kissing a man, to kissing Scott. And when her lips met Egorova’s and her hands began to move through her hair and down her body, Zelda felt something she had not felt in months; desire. It coursed through her body, heating her skin. Their kissing intensified until Zelda woke. Her body shaking, she felt her cheeks flush at the memory of her dream. Scott was passed out beside her, noticing nothing.

After that night, Zelda could not help but notice Egorova more and more. She looked at her body now. Zelda wondered what it would be like to touch the skin on her belly, to kiss her thigh. She was disgusted and aroused by her thoughts and tried to banish them. They were impure, deviant, she told herself. Was this because she had lost interest in Scott? Was she replacing him with whoever was close to her? She told herself that it must be that. But the fantasies didn’t stop.

One night, she told Scott. “I think, I think Egorova and I are getting too close,” in stutters and starts after dinner together. Scott had only had a few drinks, so he was still coherent. He was not sloppy drunk, yet.

“That’s what happens when you spend 10 hours a day with someone,” Scott shot back ruefully.

“No, I mean, I think… I have feelings for her. Unnatural feelings,” Zelda said, almost in a whisper. The words were difficult for her to get out.

As the meaning dropped over Scott’s mind, he began to laugh. “Don’t be so ridiculous, Zelda! The only unnatural feelings you have is your damn obsession with the dancing.”

She could’ve tried to explain the difference, that the desire to dance and her desire for Egorova were two different things. That her new feelings frightened her. But she didn’t.

In June, when Scott suggested they return to the US for a bit, Zelda didn’t fight him. It had been weeks and her feelings hadn’t gone away. She still had the dreams regularly. Was she exhausted? Had she pushed herself too hard? Was she going mad? These were the questions Zelda asked herself. It was not normal what she was feeling, what she was thinking. Perhaps, she needed to leave Egorova for a while. Distance might make the thoughts go away.

They crossed back to the US on the Carmania in an extended awkward silence. They returned to Ellerslie and carried on in the new patterns they had established for themselves; Zelda danced the carpet thinner and thinner and Scott drank quicker and quicker.

Scott had long ago stopped caring for the company he kept when he went drinking. It used to be that he needed a friend to be his companion on these sessions and binges, to give it an air of normality. But when he could no longer find friends to keep him company as he fell off the edge, he would drink with strangers and degenerates.

Now, he found a new companion, Philippe. Zelda wouldn’t have cared except Scott brought this one home. A former cab driver and boxer, he was a blocky brute of a man and Zelda found him distasteful and coarse. Now when John Biggs bailed Scott out of jail—Zelda gladly handed off that responsibility to him—Philippe was in the holding pen with him.

The Hemingways—now Ernest and Pauline instead of Ernest and Hadley—had a son, Patrick. It had been two years since Scott last saw Ernest and he decided that they should all reunite at the Princeton-Yale game in November. Zelda agreed to go because she couldn’t think of a good enough reason that would excuse her. If she even suggested that she would prefer to stay at home and dance, Scott would explode.

Ernest wrote of his new son, saying he was built like a brick shithouse, slept through the night and laughed constantly. Ernest also added that he was available for hire should her and Scott want to sire some perfect children and Zelda’s stomach turned at the thought.

Although he didn’t say it, Zelda knew Scott was wounded by the barb, by Ernest having two sons. She had no doubt that Scott has told Ernest of their marital disharmony, of the distance and desolate space between them. Ernest knew exactly what he was doing when he wrote those words.

Zelda and Scott were at the Cottage Club when the Hemmingway’s arrive. They had a friend in tow, Henry Mike Strater, and when Zelda heard he was a painter, she thanked the Lord and submerged herself in conversation with him managing to ignore Ernest and Pauline’s presence. It was a day of drinking a never-ending drink and as usual, Ernest was hardly touched the by the effects when they boarded the train back to Philadelphia while Scott clearly was. He ran up and down the train like a bold child, bothering the other passengers and yelling out vulgar statements as he did so. Zelda shrank further and further into her chair, wishing she could disappear.

Philippe met them off the train and they all bundled into the Buick. It overheated about halfway into the journey, but Scott refused to let them stop for the car to cool. “Onwards!” he yelled, like an explorer in search of new land.

“For God’s sake, Scott, you can go without a drink for a half hour more so we can get some oil or water!” Zelda snapped at him.

“Why do you always have to spoil everything?” he asked her. “You are always determined to ruin my fun.”

They bickered all the way back to Ellerslie, where things only got worse. Determined to make up for the lost drinking time because of travelling, Scott and Ernest cracked into several bottles of liquor and both of them had a drink in each hand when they arrived at the dinner table and insisted on pouring wine for the meal. Even Ernest was beginning to look affected; his cheeks bright underneath his hedgerow of a beard.

When Ella, their maid, walked in with the first course, Zelda could hardly believe it when she heard Scott say, “Aren’t you the best piece of tail I’ve ever had? Tell Mr Hemingway.”

Ella, whose eyes were already downcast, dropped her chin to her chest as she deposited the plates around the table. Zelda was floored. Scott hadn’t slept with their housekeeper; he was just being vulgar to try and impress Ernest. Is this what it means to be a man, Zelda thought in wonder, to be crass and filthy and domineering?

“Good for you, Scott. Although I do think you should still explore the area of anal eroticism. It’s an underexplored territory of the female form.”

Even Pauline was clearly uncomfortable now, squirming in her chair. Zelda felt no sympathy for her; she knew what she was choosing when she married Hem.

They continued on for the first and second course with their disgusting discussion. They talked about perversions and sex, trying to outdo one another in their statements. They begin playing a game where they renamed their books vulgarly. When Scott said, “The Sun Also Rises (like your cock if you have one),” they burst out in bawdy laughter and Zelda decided she had enough. Without a word, she pushed back her chair and walked away.

The last thing she heard was Scott’s laughter and Ernest yelling, “Oh, Zelda, are we not gentlemanly enough for you?”

*

Scott sent the first two chapters of his new novel to Max the month after Hem left and Zelda was hopeful that it was a sign of progress. But that Christmas was cold and unpleasant and even though Scottie’s eyes danced with delight when she saw the elaborate dollhouse Zelda had spent months building for her, even she noticed the tension between her parents.

In the New Year, Zelda began painting and ballet lessons in Philadelphia. Her artwork developed and she could see more and more of her emotions spilling onto canvas. Painting and ballet had become the twin towers of her life.

Her new instructor was Alexander Gavrilov, a former dancer with the Diaghilev and leader of the New York Ballet Moderne. He was a handsome man; charming and masculine. Zelda surrendered her body to his practices and toyed with the idea of giving him it after hours too. She flirted with him and was pleased when he flirted back, the old thrill of making a man stir had not left her entirely. See, she told herself, you were just spending too much time with Egorova.

They took lunch together and drank coffee in the afternoon. He brought her to his apartment where there was nothing but a mattress and some Léon Bakst artwork and she found herself wanting to weep at the simplicity of it. When he touched her shoulder as she stood in front of the mattress on the floor, she knew that she could have him there and then. That she could turn and gaze upon his face, press her body to his and tumble into the mattress, have his body push into hers. But the desire was not there, not the way it was with Egorova and she could not summon herself to force it. She pulled away from his touch, gave him a friendly smile and said she must be going.

Zelda was anxious all the time. The only time she could steady her nerves was when she danced or painted. Her relationship with Scott had dissolved; days passed without them speaking. When they did, it was always angrily and he was always drunk. The strain showed on her and she felt a sense of satisfaction when her weight dropped and she was leaner than she had ever been. She could feel the bones of her ribs and her wrist looked like delicate porcelain, ready to snap.

She painted with obsession, wanting desperately to capture the frozen moment of a ballerina; when all the muscles were extended and on fire, when the head gazed up and the neck tightened; the limbs pulled as if on strings by an invisible master and you were not a person anymore, you were the dance. She sketched and painted and repainted again, trying to force the intensity of the pose onto the canvas in front of her.

In the winter, she wrote. The income staved off the expense of her lessons and art supplies. When the lease expired on Ellerslie, they didn’t even discuss what they would do really. They both knew they needed to once again cross the ocean; they needed to keep moving.

On the Conte Biancamano back to Europe, Scott ignored her for the entire journey. One night as they strolled along the deck to dinner, he repeatedly stopped the other passengers. He had bottles of gin and bourbon stashed in his cases, which he liberally consumed.

“Do you like penises big or small? Which do you prefer?” he asked the startled women as they hurried away, shocked by him.

“Excuse me, madam,” he said to a middle-aged woman as she shuffled down the deck. “Do you like a big penis or a small one?” The woman rushed away, pulling her wrap tighter around her as if it would protect her from this awful man.

“Shut up, Scott, you fool,” Zelda snapped at him. Scottie simply gazed up at both of them and Zelda felt her heart heavy with sorrow and pity that this stranger child was given two such awful parents.





Chapter Forty-Six

They went to Genoa and Nice before heading to Paris and misery trailed them like a shadow. Zelda finished the short stories she had begun back in the US; a series of girls’ tales, each told from a different perspective. The first one, The Original Follies Girl, was nearly completed as they arrived in the city and Poor Working Girl was published the month after. Even the success of this tasted like ashes in her mouth.

In Geneva, when Scott drunkenly tumbled into the hotel room one night, Zelda woke up to him hovering over her as she lay on her belly. Scott ran his hand down her spine and she felt her skin crawl. “What are you doing?” she asked, trying to twist her body around, but he pushed Zelda’s shoulder back to the mattress. Scott lifted up the gown of her nightdress and raised it above her waist as he unbuckled his trousers. He pulled out his flaccid penis as Zelda twisted her head far enough to see the pitiful sight; her stinking, drunk husband, wobbling over her, his penis pathetically in his hand. “I thought we could try some of that anal eroticism Hem was talking about,” he slurred as he leered at her and suddenly, Zelda realised what he is trying to do. She turned her body around and pushed him off her, easily toppling him to the floor.

“Oh my God, have you lost your mind?” she spat at him.

“Well, you don’t wanna fuck me the traditional way,” he slurred, trying to pick himself up off the floor, “so I thought we should try a non-traditional way.” But before she could even tell him how disgusted she was, he passed out on the floor. She left him there, knowing he wouldn’t wake for hours. But Zelda couldn’t sleep a wink.

In Nice, Scott drank and gambled at the casino as Zelda danced and wrote. All her muscles tightened whenever she heard his footsteps or the tenor of his voice. She was permanently on tenterhooks.

When her story was finally published, it was under their joint by-lines once again. Zelda took a big black pen and furiously scribbled out the by-line. “ME,” she wrote and slipped the published story into a trunk with her art supplies.

They finally returned to Paris in April and Zelda resumed her classes with Egorova. Ester Murphy shocked them both by declaring her engagement to John Strachey and excitedly planning her May wedding.

“I thought she was a lesbian,” Scott said, flabbergasted when they hear the news.

“Me too,” Zelda replied, the two of them bonded in a rare moment of similarity.

“I guess she changed her mind,” Scott replied, shaking his head. Zelda responded with silence. But she began to wonder about the changes a person could make; if there were fundamental things that could be altered overnight. If there were things hidden inside you all along that you had never known about.

One day, before she headed to ballet class, Scott rose uncharacteristically early and noticed a bouquet of white gardenias in Zelda’s arms.

“Who gave you those?” he asked, rubbing his eyes, his stench and dishevelment standing in stark contrast to Zelda’s freshly washed hair and clean ballet clothes. She was as delicate as a spring flower and he was as ugly as a crown of thorns.

“Nobody, they’re for Egorova,” she said, noticing the embarrassment in her voice that she failed to disguise.

“How sweet,” Scott replied, narrowing his eyes. “Well, have a good day,” he added, kissing her on the cheek. She was taken aback. He hadn’t touched her since Genoa.

By the time she arrived at the studio, Scott had already called her dance teacher. “Your husband, he invites me to dine with you both,” Egorova told her as she took the flowers from Zelda’s arms wordlessly. Zelda brought them for her every day. There was not even enough time for one bunch to die before Zelda presented her with another.

“Scott did?” Zelda asked with disbelief, as she laced up her pumps.

“Yes, at George V. He said he wants to get to know the woman his wife is spending all the time with,” Egorova replied, evidently seeing nothing wrong.

“Lovely,” Zelda murmured, as a knot tightened in her stomach.

Over dinner, Scott flirted outrageously with Egorova. At first, Zelda was irritated. But when Egorova began to respond, she felt a wild jealousy erupt in her that she could barely contain. The meal seemed to drag on forever and finally when they were home, she exploded at Scott.

“What is wrong with you!” she yelled, tossing down her handbag and not caring if she woke Scottie with the noise. “Did you just invite her to dinner to flirt with her? In front of me? Was it a fun game for you?”

Scott was smug, his lips pursed together. “Why, are you jealous?” he asked her, tauntingly.

She let out a low scream before locking herself in the bathroom and sliding down the door, pressing her head into her hands. Zelda was jealous. But not of Egorova. She was jealous of Scott for grasping Madame’s attention.

After a cold dinner with the Hemingways and sorrowful news from Mencken about Sara Haardt, they headed to the Riviera once more. Zelda now longer cared where they were. She was creating a private world from herself, away from Scott and Scottie and everyone else. Once she had her dancing and her writing and painting, she told herself she didn’t need anything else. It didn’t matter where she was, once she had those.

Sara Mayfield flew through town and Zelda noted the dismay on her face when she saw her for the first time. “Zelda, I’m worried about you,” she said, but her words floated over Zelda. They did not touch her, they disappeared into the ether with everything else.

Zelda made her first professional appearance in Nice and the sound of the crowd’s applause gave her more life than anything else had in years. Her back arched, her legs taut, this was hers—she stood alone on the stage as the strangers whooped and hollered. Nobody could take this away from her. This was what she had been working towards.

In September, the San Carlo Opera Ballet Company in Naples wrote to her. They offered Zelda a contract—a small wage, but a wage, nonetheless. Her meals and board were covered. She would be gone for months, on the road.

“Scott, Scott!” she yelled out, forgetting that they no longer shared like this. She waved the letter as she ran into the sunlit study where Scott sat at his desk and drank and waited for inspiration to strike.

“I’ve been offered a spot with the San Carlo ballet company. They want to pay me to dance!”

“Have they lost their minds?” he asked bitterly, taking the letter from her. He read down through it before tossing it across his desk. “That was kind of them,” he added, mockery dripping from his voice.

“Kind?” she said, amazed at the depth of his pettiness. “There’s nothing kind about it—they think I’m good. They want me to dance for them. This is what I’ve been working towards, Scott! Why can’t you be happy for me?”

“Oh you want me to be happy for you,” he spat out, standing up angrily. “That after years of lazing around and living the high life while I earned the money and I crafted my art. You think that after a few months faffing around in a tutu you’re a professional? Because some third-rate company is desperate enough to take a chance on you? They’re probably only interested because you have my name, Zelda. Do you think anybody would even pay attention to Zelda Sayre? Except to laugh at a woman close to 30 who thinks she can become a ballerina?”

She turned to walk away from him, sick to her stomach with his bile. But he leapt to her side and pressed her against the wall. He grabbed Zelda’s chin with his hand and squashed her mouth so it formed into an exaggerated pout. His face was so close to hers, she could make out every line around his eyes and smell the nicotine and scotch off his breath.

“You are nothing, with me. You can do nothing without me. Any recognition you get, it is thanks to your association with me. Go to Naples if you want. I certainly won’t miss you. But don’t think for one second that you’re taking Scottie with you. Or that I’ll supplement your pathetic income. Try and exist on pennies and see how well you fare. You’ll be back licking my shoes in a week,” he said, before releasing her and shoving her away.

She somehow scrambled out of the house and blindly made her way to the sea. The waves crashed as she sobbed, collapsing into the sand. Zelda didn’t know how long she stayed there. Only that the sun fell low on the horizon and the sky turned a deep red, streaked with lavender and dusty pink. She cried until she had nothing left inside, until her hands turned cold and her feet grew numb beneath the weight of her body. If she went to Naples, she would have to do so with the certainty of no return. She would have to survive, on her own—and as she sobbed on the beach, she realised she couldn’t.

She was too dependent on Scott. He was right, she was nothing without him and she hated him for it. He created the dependency which he then used to beat her and trap her with. She was no good with money or budgeting or the practicalities of their lives.

He had accomplished what he meant to with his spiteful speech; he had stripped her confidence away and filled her mind with doubts and fears. She would be utterly destroyed if she failed. She couldn’t take it to have this ambition and not have it met. To be inferior and return to Scott and his smug smile and cruel words. To return to his assurance that he knew she would never succeed.

Zelda walked back to the house, the tears drying on her cheeks. She sat at her dresser with fresh paper and pen and wrote her sincerest regrets to the San Carlo Company that she would have to decline their offer.

*

After her refusal of the contract, Zelda felt herself slipping further and further down. The days became unbearable. At night, when she closed her eyes into sleep, she prayed that they would not open in the morn.

In October, Diaghilev died and her misery was compounded. Her grief was tangible and consuming, as if a piece of her had died too.

She and Scott were driving along à corniche when she grabbed the wheel from him and tried to force their car off a cliff. Scott managed to claw it back from her in time to stop them plummeting. They screeched to a halt, just inches from the edge. Zelda was calm and collected as Scott panted, adrenaline coursing through his veins.

“What is wrong with you Zelda? Are you trying to kill us?” he screamed at her.

She didn’t answer. She didn’t tell him yes. That it feels like the only way to stop them. To stop the hurt.

*

They went to Paris and Zelda wrote her final girl story as Scott wrote his self-destruction.

“Why are they still published under your name?” she asked Scott.

“What?” he replied gruffly. It was the narrow slice of time in the day where his hangover had subsided but he had not gone back out to the bars yet. Normally, Zelda missed him when he was like this, but Egorova had to reschedule their class so she was home.

“Why are my stories still published under your name?” she asked again.

“Your name is there too,” he replied dismissively.

“Yes, along with yours. Even though you had nothing to do with them. Even though, you didn’t write them.”

“Because I could have at any moment!” he told her, spittle escaping out of his mouth and onto his chin. “I might not have written them but I could’ve at any moment. They’re from a common store of material, Zelda. There’s nothing original about them.”

Zelda walked out on him and spent an hour in the Luxembourg Gardens. She was happy to see he had gone when she returned. She took the most recent published story and scribbled out Scott’s name so hard on the page that it tore. She wrote ZELDA FITZGERALD across the middle of the page in red pen. The ink was the colour of blood and it seeped through the page, soaking the page of her printed words.

*

One night, Scott returned home after drinking with Ernest. It was late, but Zelda was still awake as she lay in bed. It was becoming increasingly harder for her to switch her mind off, no matter how tired she was. She pretended to be asleep when he rolled into the bed, only barely managing to get his shoes and trousers off before he did. She held her breath until she thought he had drifted into sleep. She closed her own eyes, hoping she would soon follow him. Then.

“No more, baby. No more,” Scott said in his sleep. He said it in a way that Zelda knew he was talking about sex. She didn’t even need to look at the curl of his lip as the words fell from his mouth to know what he was saying no to.

“You’re a fairy,” she said the next morning, agitated and distressed. “A fairy with Ernest! The pair of you are disgusting!”

They had a hideous row, trading insults and throwing objects with abandon. “You’re the sick one, Zelda. To even think such a thing! To say it! When you’re the one who’s obsessed with her ballet teacher! And hangs around with all the painter fairies! You’re insane!”

Back and forth they went, each convinced that the other one was abnormal, sick and depraved. Zelda didn’t really think she was, brushing off Scott’s accusations about Egorova. She was dedicated, that’s what made her feel passionate towards Egorova. She was Zelda’s teacher, her mentor. Besides, with Scott being so obsessed with Ernest, was it any wonder Zelda was seeking attention wherever she could find it? She told herself that Scott was the one with a disorder, not herself.

But she couldn’t explain things as easily to herself after she started keeping company with Dolly Wilde.

Zelda left Scott to his degenerates at the Dingo and went dancing ’til dawn with Dolly, feeling warm in her glow. They floated down the Seine in Dolly’s luxurious houseboat and flashed their breasts to unsuspecting passers-by after they snorted white powder and drank gin fizz. Zelda couldn’t help but notice the perfect pink of Dolly’s nipple and wondered what it would be like to have it in her mouth. She hazily wondered if it would taste like roses or strawberry jam.

They went to the Ritz and got the bartenders to make them an array of cocktails, tasting and devouring, or discarding and deriding as they saw fit until they could barely stand and all the world around them made them laugh hysterically.

One night, they were out with Scott too, in some dimmed club in a smoky haze. Zelda didn’t even know why Scott was there and she was too far gone to care. She didn’t want to think, she just wanted to feel. So when Dolly placed her lips on hers and puts her hand on Zelda’s thigh, she felt herself blossoming in response. As Dolly’s fingers made their way up to in between her legs, her own hand cupped Dolly’s breast, the heavy weight of it a contrast to the thinness of her dress. She flicked her thumb over her nipple and gasped as Dolly’s fingers make contact.

Suddenly, Scott was pulling her away. Then, they were outside and Scott was screaming at her and she didn’t understand. It was cold out and she wanted to go back in to where it was warm, where Dolly looked at her softly and her touch was gentle. But Scott kept pushing her back every time she tried to stumble through the doors and he was saying words but it was like he was underwater. She couldn’t hear him very well and then everything was black, black, black. Until she woke up in their bed alone and cried at the memory of her delight and felt disgust at what she had become.

They didn’t speak of the incident with Dolly, but all that autumn and winter it lay between them. Scott was indifferent to her when they weren’t fighting. They argued in rote; over Hem, over Scott’s drinking, over women on both sides. But they never addressed what happened in that club. They never said what they both knew; that Zelda didn’t want Dolly to stop touching her.

They went to Cannes with the Murphys who carried new melancholy from Patrick’s illness and Scott disgraced himself on a yacht and Zelda no longer cared enough to muster up any cover for him. Hem published a new book, the stock market crashed, Christmas was miserable, Scottie cried and Scott began to take on a green hue in his skin, poisoning himself with alcohol. Zelda didn’t care about any of it. The only thing she cared about was her art. She worked furiously, to escape. She worked to keep the monsters away.

The anxiety and panic grew and fear wrapped itself around Zelda daily. In February, she was sick with bronchitis. The fever caused sweat to bead on her head and Egorova asked her with concerned eyes if she was okay, if she wanted to dance that day.

“Oui, Madame. It’s just a cold,” she told her, the colour high on her cheeks. Her presents to Egorova became more elaborate. Zelda brought her green silk for a dress, a bandana filled with perfumes, bouquets beautiful and fragrant. These were Zelda’s offerings, her worships of her. Egorova told her to stop, but she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. Her obsession knew no bounds.

Scott made them go to Algiers and Zelda had never felt more alone in her life.

In the night, she heard cries and howls and didn’t know where they were coming from. Scott never heard them. He always passed out as soon as he hit the bed. Zelda longed for affection, for connection, and one night she tried to seduce Scott. She wrapped a transparent sarong around her lithe body and lay on their bed. But when he saw her, interrupted her display, he coldly refused. “I’m not interested, Zelda. Go find someone else to display yourself too.”

They were surrounded by bleak hills and it frightened her. When she stared at them for long enough, on the nights she could not sleep, they almost looked like they had eyes that were staring back at her. Taunting her. She scratched at the wrist on her skin, trying to distract herself from the eyes in the hills.

A week or two after they returned to Paris, the Murphys arrived at their apartment to take Zelda to an art exhibition. They found Bishop and Scott outside the apartment door, banging with their fists and screaming at Zelda to let them in.

“What’s going on?” Gerald asked.

“Zelda’s locked us out. We had lunch earlier and everything was fine, the three of us were sitting in the apartment having a drink when suddenly, she started screaming and raving and throwing glasses,” Bishop replied, finding it hard to believe the sequence of events.

“They were talking about me!” Zelda roared painfully through the door.

Sara looked at Scott, aghast. “You were talking about her while she was there at lunch?”

“No, I swear!” Scott said pleadingly his hands raised as if Sara had pointed a gun at him. But she didn’t believe him. She turned to look at Bishop. “It’s true,” he agreed, “we weren’t.” It took them all so long to convince her to let the door open, that by the time they got inside, there was no point in trying to go to the exhibit. It was clear that Zelda was in no fit state to go anyway.

When the Murphys left, Zelda was curled up in a chair, gently rocking and whispering to herself. She looked deranged.

“I’m worried about her, Scott,” Sara told him sternly.

“It’s fine, she’s just been practising too hard, she needs a rest. I have it under control,” he replied, sotto voice.

Sara didn’t say anything else, but she didn’t believe him.

A week later, Scott got a call from Egorova. “You must come, there is something wrong.” When Scott arrived, Zelda was on the floor, weeping. He could see her in the studio as Egorova rushed to meet him to the door.

“What happened?” he asked.

“She threw herself at my feet after the lesson finished. I told her to get up but she would not. She grabbed my ankles so I could not move. She told me she wanted to make me proud and I told her she has, but she still won’t get up. If I stand beside her, she grabs my legs again. It is not right,” Egorova said, her face creased with worry and her voice high.

Scott said nothing but walked over and scooped Zelda up off the floor. She didn’t have the energy to protest. “We’re going home, Zelda. I’m taking you home,” he told her and she nodded as she sniffled, falling asleep in his arms before they were even in the taxi.





Chapter Forty-Seven

The Kalmans visited and while this normally elicited great joy in Zelda she was edgy instead, her eyes wide and fearful. Sandy and Oscar watched her over lunch at the Fitzgeralds’ apartment with worry. When Zelda stood up and suddenly and said “I must go, I’m going to be late,” Sandy told Oscar to follow her.

“What is going on?” she demanded to know of Scott, but he just looked lost. He shook his head and began to cry.

Oscar just about managed to hop into the cab with Zelda. She had her ballet clothes bundled in her arms. She began to strip in the back seat. “Zelda!” Oscar said watching as the driver eyed them warily in the back seat. “You can change when you get there!”

“There’s no time, Oscar! I have to be ready!”

A few minutes later, when the cab sat at a red light, Zelda leapt out and slammed the door, taking off down the street. Oscar called her back, telling her to wait as he paid the driver the fare, but it was no use. She wouldn’t listen. Her feet were bare and the concrete streets scuffed them as the ribbons from the pumps in her hand fluttered behind her. Zelda pushed her body forward, her throat burning and eyes streaming. She ignored the pain. She had to get to the studio immediately or something terrible was going to happen.

When Oscar and Sandy traded experiences later, it became clear to them that it was not a case of if Zelda broke down, it was now a case of when.

*

A few days later, Scott sat with Michael Arlen and told him about his trip to the flower market earlier that week with Zelda.

“She told me the flowers were talking to her,” he said grimly, gulping back the tumbler contents in his hand.

“Was she just being Zelda, you know…” Michael asked, trailing off. Zelda had always been on a different plane to the rest of them.

“It wasn’t like that,” Scott insisted, shaking his head. “She’s hearing voices. She doesn’t know what’s real or not anymore.”

Suddenly, Zelda burst into the apartment. She took in the scene before her and started crying uncontrollably.

“Zelda, what’s wrong? Have you been attacked?” Michael asked, rushing to her side. Such was her despair, he was sure that she had just suffered something terrible happening.

“Why. Are. You. Never. There,” she screamed to Scott, in gulping gasps. Her breath caught in her throat and her cheeks were black with mascara. “I need you,” she yelled, running over to him, pulling him up from his seat before feebly beating her hands against his chest. “You’re never there when I need you! You’re never there! You’re never there!” Zelda said, over and over, becoming more hysterical with each utterance.

Michael pulled her off Scott easily, she weighed so little. But she struggled and clawed out, trying to scratch Scott’s chest. “I need you, I need you! Why do I need you?!”

“Scott,” Michael said, as Zelda pathetically struggled in his arms. “You need to get her help. She needs to go somewhere.”

Scott nodded, finally accepting. They drove her to the Malmaison Clinic, Zelda wailing hysterically in the back of the car the entire way there.

“It’s appalling, it’s horrific, what’s going to become of me. I have to work and I can’t anymore,” she babbled, as they presented her at the reception. “I have to die and yet I must work. I shall never be cured, let me go. I must go and see Madame,” she continued, wringing her hands and hopping from one foot to the other. She could not stay still, she could not stop talking.

“Mrs Fitzgerald, are you drunk?” the nurses asked her.

“I’ve only had two glasses, it helps my dancing. There are knots in my stomach and I cannot eat.”

They brought Zelda through doors and she could see Scott on the other side of the glass and she wondered did he hurt as much as she did; did he still believe love can save them like she did.

*

She stayed at Malmaison for ten days. It was a useless hospital filled with useless people in her opinion and they tried to make too much of her relationships with other women. “Your obsessions are unhealthy,” they told her, “Your feelings towards other women are unnatural.” But Zelda couldn’t understand; if it’s love, how can it be unnatural?

She left against the doctor’s wishes and Scott looked frightened to see her as she returned home with him holding her small case of clothes. She wanted everything to be okay, she wanted to pretend she was okay. So she returned to ballet and told Egorova she was fine even though she could see in her eyes that she didn’t believe her and she danced, danced the days away.

But Zelda could not sleep. At first, it was simply annoying and tiring. Then, shadows begin creeping around the corners of her eyes. She walked to the studio and screamed when a phantom rose in front of her. She trembled in an alleyway, her eyes squeezed tightly shut, but she could feel its breath on her neck. She ran back to the apartment and for a few breaths, she felt safe. The place was empty, she was the only one there. But then, shadows pulled at the corners of her eyes. Zelda slowly turned her head towards Scott’s armchair and sitting in his place was a rotting ghost.

She screamed in terror and ran to their bedroom, hiding herself under the duvet. “Go away, go away!” she begged, as her tears and spit soaked the sheets. But they didn’t go away. Even though she didn’t lift her head out from under the sheets, she could feel them growing, creeping towards her. The apartment was full of them. She summoned enough courage to throw back the sheets and ran to the bathroom, phantoms and corpses all around her, following her. They were clawing at her, trying to take her away. Her flesh burned as one made contact and she was certain they were trying to bring her to hell.

Zelda could not let that happen. She knew what she must do as she made her way to the bathroom and closed the door.

Scott arrived home not long after and it was his timing which saved her. When he entered the apartment, he saw the upturned furniture, the tousled bed sheets. He called out her name, but she did not answer. But Scott could see a shadow under the bathroom door.

He broke down the door. The aftermath of her suicide attempt was all around. He knew what he must do.

*

When she realised she was in the Valmont Clinic in Switzerland, Zelda became hysterical.

“I must return to Paris, I want to dance. I need to see Egorova. Why won’t you let me leave?” she screamed as she tried to push past nurses who encircled her arms and waist and restrained her to a bed.

A doctor entered. He said his name was Trutmann and he told her she was sick. “I’m not sick, I just need to leave,” she replied stoutly.

“Well, you aren’t leaving until we have had a chance to talk.”

Zelda considered this for half a day, tied to a bed, unable to scratch the itch of her nose or bend her cramped legs. She agreed to talk to him.

They begin to meet daily. Zelda had thought that after their first one, she would be able to leave. “No, Mrs Fitzgerald, there are other things for us to discuss.” He made her talk about Egorova and Dolly and what happened with them. He pried into her marriage and asked her what kind of wife she was. He brought up Scottie and all Zelda could say of her only child was “That is done now, I want to do something else.”

They gave her Gardenal every two hours and it made everything fuzzy and she felt affectionate towards everyone. She told the nurses how pretty their eyes were, how soft their lips looked. Zelda raised her hand to cup their cheeks, the way Scott once did to her because she knew how nice it felt. She wanted to feel nice by making someone else feel nice and the nurses were so pretty. But she knew that this was being used against her in some way, like the things she told Dr Trutmann, she just couldn’t keep her eyes open long enough to figure out how.

Then a new doctor came, a man called Forel. “Who is he?” Zelda asked as she shuffled into her daily talk session with Dr Trutmann. She was suspicious of him.

“This is Dr Forel, he’s from the Prangins Clinic, near Lyon. Your time with us is coming to an end here and it is our opinion that you should go to Prangins for a while.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere else except Paris. I want to go home.”

Zelda was allowed to leave. Scott came to collect her and she hoped he would be happy to see her, but he was sullen and pouting as they walked out of the hospital. They got as far as Lausanne before it all erupted.

“I don’t want you to come home,” Scott told her, curtly, as soon as they got into the hotel room. She had been expecting him to say this as the journeyed in silence, but the words still cut her once they escaped into the air.

He continued on when she said nothing. “You’re sick, Zelda. There’s something wrong with you. I don’t want you around Scottie. I don’t want you around me. You’re destroying us.”

“I am destroying you?” she asked him incredulously.

“Oh, don’t try and turn this around on me,” Scott replied, immediately going on the defence. “I am not to blame for your, your madness! Your family genes are more to blame than me.”

“I should’ve listened to my family about you!” she screamed. “You have done nothing but abuse me and humiliate me for months. Endless days of silence and indifference from you. And when you do talk, it’s nothing but insults and coldness and cruelty!”

“You’re a fine one to talk about cruelty,” he replied angrily. “You have denied me the ability to work for years! You are selfish and spoiled and I was mad to have married you!”

Zelda picked up a clock from the bedside locker and hurled it as his head. When that doesn’t hit him, she took a bible out of the drawer and smacked him in the chest with it.

“You have made me this!” she roared, the words scratching against her throat. “You have spent years turning me into this! Chipping away at anything I have tried to have.”

“You are weak, Zelda,” he spat at her. “You are nothing.”

“Because you won’t allow me to be anything without you! Your ego is so hungry it has required two of us to sustain it and it still isn’t enough! My life has been built around you and then you resent me for it. You made sure I could exist any other way! You turned me into a character in your stories and turned our lives into never-ending fiction and denied me any slice of happiness I eked out and now you say it is my fault?”

Out of things to throw, she now removed her shoes and hurled them at him. “Whatever is broken inside me, you broke!”

He leapt across the bed and grabbed her by the throat, happy at her anger, her violence. That meant he could meet it with his own. But Scott held her head in his hands and he could see the anger had now left her eyes. She sobbed, uncontrollably, finding it difficult to breathe but not seeming to care. He dropped her to the floor. “You need help, Zelda.”

*

Scott didn’t return to their hotel room that night and Zelda alternated between terrified tears at what would happen next and fitful sleep where she was plagued by demons. By the time Newman arrived the next day, with his sweet eyes and soft hands and asked her, would she please go to Prangins, she was ready to say yes to anything.

“There’s a pain in my soul,” she whispered to him, as he pushed her hair back off her forehead and her eyes, red and swollen, spilled out more tears. Scott stood in the corner of the room, unmoving.

“Will you go? To Prangins?” Newman asked her. She nodded, yes. She had no idea she would spend 15 months there.





Chapter Forty-Eight

Zelda’s first thought when she saw her new home was that it looked like a country club. Similar to where she and Scott first met. She laughed at the irony but when Newman and Scott cast their eyes to her for means of explanation, she didn’t see the point in bothering to explain.

The institution sat on a hundred acres of land beside Lake Geneva. Dr Forel was standing at the steps, ready to greet her on admission.

As she was docile when she arrived, they decided they would begin therapy the next day. Zelda spent a week talking about everything—their courtship, her marriage, Scottie’s birth, the abortion, Ernest and his place in her marriage, Scott’s drinking and distance. Her desire to become a professional ballerina, to improve her writing, to exhibit her artwork. Her desire for Egorova, for Dolly. She spoke at length about her longings for achievement of her own. She purged her soul of all that had weighed upon it. At first, Dr Forel sat back, his tall skinny frame hunched over his notepad, furiously writing. He said very little in these first sessions, he just listened. He told her he was also talking to Scott too, to get his version of events. Zelda laughed.

“Why is that funny, Mrs Fitzgerald?” he asked her, his eyes inquisitive.

“Because Scott’s versions of events and the truth of those events so rarely match.”

“You are calling your husband a liar?”

“No. I’m saying he has a tendency to remember a version of the past which casts him in a more flattering light.”

After a couple of weeks of observation and talking, the doctor called both Zelda and Scott together to deliver his assessment. Scott, who had been staying in nearby towns, could barely meet Zelda’s eyes.

“It is my belief that your determination to become a professional ballet dancer and a writer of enough skill to meet the talent of your husband has led to the birth of an obsessive illness within you. Your rejection of your feminine role, that as a wife and mother, has heavily contributed to your sick state. You have nursed resentment, anger and distrust against your husband, causing an isolation of marital affection. Your focus on the pursuit of unattainable ambitions has led to a fracture in your psyche. To this end, I believe we should submit Zelda to a re-education program so that she will embrace the naturalness of womanhood that she has so far denied. She must learn to relinquish her desires towards professional achievement and also, to other women whom she associates with this achievement. Only once this is done will she be free to focus on being a good wife and good mother, as she should.”

Zelda sat, stunned by the assessment, betrayal and fear flooding her. “Please, don’t make me give up my work,” she asked Forel in a whisper, as Scott sat idly beside her.

“Mrs Fitzgerald, it is your work that has made you ill. Your ill-conceived pursuits have led you to this breakdown and your current unhappiness. You must submit if you want to get better.”

In a room where she was present but had no say, Zelda’s entire future was decided by these two men.

*

You can choose the conditions of our life and anything you want, if I don’t have to stay here miserable and sick at the mercy of people who have never even tried what it’s like

For the first month, they alternated between two point and four point restraints on the bed to keep Zelda unmoving. If she commented on anything, how the sun glinted off the ceiling or how if she concentrated hard enough, she could once again smell the garden at Villa America, they said she was hallucinating and shot her with chloral hydrate, which sent her to unconsciousness.

Everything about her was abnormal according to the doctors; her feelings towards other women, her sense of betrayal from Scott’s actions and words, her desire to be anything more than wife and mother. Every day, it felt as if another bit of her died.

Zelda was terrified all the time, caged in this place where men called the shots and made notes on her every movement. She knew Forel was sending reports to Scott and she dreaded to think what they said. It was up to them two of them now, if she would ever leave this place.

She was gripped by panic for hours. It grew inside her, stretching out tentacles of fear. When it became too much and she was certain she was going to lose her mind, Zelda cried and screamed and thrashed and this only confirmed that to Forel that she was indeed mad.

They told her that lesbianism was an affront to God. When she asked, what if it was just an expression of desire, they dosed her with more medication. She felt her mind slowing. Simple tasks took herculean effort, her thoughts stuck in thick, hot mud that she desperately tried to free them from. The effort exhausted her, but she could not sleep.

They allowed her to paint, but not much and write only a little. They mostly forced her to sit and be awake without hope or sent her into the blackness when her gloom became too apparent. She wrote to Scott of her pain, of her desperation. She told him they could lead any life he wanted, once he freed her from this place. But he didn’t.

*

Dr Forel to F Scott Fitzgerald:

Her symptoms are extensive and varied. She has bizarre reactions to normal things, strange interpretations of the mundane and inadequate responses to the facts of her admittance. She has so far shown no repentance of her own actions which led to the current consequences. She is at times autistic and suffers from insomnia. She daydreams too often and smiles without cause and no explanation of her action. She hears things and often becomes hysterical. But most troubling, she has an inclination towards homosexuality which, by her own account, she has previously tried to project onto her husband.

She needs routine and to avoid alcohol and drugs. The goal is to get her to a place where she can maintain a normal marriage with you, oversee Scottie’s education and participate in her duties accordingly. She should give up her ambitions and engage in activities appropriate to her talents and tastes. Until she does, she will find no peace. I believe that Mrs Fitzgerald fits the criteria for that of schizophrenia.

After a few weeks, they finally allowed Zelda to see Scottie for the first time. Zelda could only imagine how terrified her child must have felt, coming to this strange place to see her even stranger mother. Scottie was eight, nearly nine; she was old enough to have some sense of what was going on.

She tried so hard to be normal, for Scottie’s sake. She did not tell her that butterflies were pulling at her hair and flames were flickering where her Scott’s eyes should be. Zelda was tense with the effort it took to sit with her hands in her lap and smile in a way that will not draw comment and act far more together and happy than she felt.

But when Scottie heard it was time to leave and Zelda saw her daughter’s shoulders relax and breath escape from her apple cheeks because she no longer had to sit with her crazy mother, she knew that she had failed again. After they left, Scott with a perfunctory kiss on her cheek, Scottie with a stiff hug of Zelda’s legs, she felt her face and neck begin to itch. By that night, it had spread to her shoulders, the persistent itch maddening her and keeping her up all night. In the morning, her face was covered in angry, painful red spots and sores. They were dry and flaky and raw.

They treated her with calcium injections and morphine that made Zelda feel nauseous and loopy and imposed a strict diet that she had no interest in following. She had no interest in anything anymore and the thoughts of death and the sweetness of its release came to her more and more often.

*

If you don’t come take me out of this clinic, I’m going crazy—swathed in embalming fluid all day and plastered with mud that decomposes and runs down my ears

This place was supposed to help the pain in her soul, that was why she agreed to come here. But it had only widened the cracks inside her and filled them with salt.

One Sunday, Zelda tried to flee after they took her for a walk around the grounds. It was an impossible mission but in desperation, she tried. If she made it to the lake, she could try and swim, she thought. She had always been a strong swimmer. She could either swim to freedom or drown trying.

But nurses appeared, three of them, and dragged her to the ground. She howled like a wounded animal and trashed against them, kicking and scratching and biting anyone she could. They were all her enemies, they were all against her. They dragged Zelda back across the grounds, but she was not brought back to her room. They took her somewhere new, a villa further away from the main property. She heard the screams of the patients inside and she was terrified at what lay waiting for her.

They wrestled her into a bare room and restrained her painfully to a bed. She roared and lifted her back and continued to struggle but then she felt pinch after pinch and then, the drugs made their way through her system; softening her movements, softening her mind, until all was black.

*

Doctor Forel to F Scott Fitzgerald

After attempting to escape while out on a Sunday walk, we had no choice but to relocate Zelda to Eglantine, our unit for highly disturbed patients. In order to keep her from causing harm to herself and others, it is necessary to sedate her much of the time.

It was black when Zelda slept and black when she woke. She did not know how much time passed. She felt as if she was in an endless narcosis. Nurses only came in to wake her to use the bathroom because she could not stimulate herself into movement. Even if she could, she was still restrained either to the bed or in a jacket all of the time, so could not relieve herself properly without help. Her head was too heavy to support itself, so it lolled against her shoulder as one nurse propped her up and the other slipped orange slices into her mouth and told her to chew. But it was as if her jaw had been bound in thick cement and she could not separate her teeth enough to chew the food they put in her mouth. Sometimes, they inserted a tube in her rectum and she felt the gush of liquid inside her until she thought she was going to burst. She cried with the discomfort, not understanding what was happening to her. Then she was sedated once more. They returned Zelda to the blackness.

*

I want you to let me leave here—you’re wasting time and effort and money to take away the little we both have

They allowed her to leave the black room with the terrifying screams that surrounded it and she was back in her old room. Dr Forel came to see her.

“Are you willing to submit to treatment, Zelda? Do you want to try and get better or do you want to keep fighting us?”

“I will try,” she replied meekly and he smiled with satisfaction.

Dr Forel encouraged her and Scott to exchange letters in a bid to try and understand each other. Scott’s letters consisted of blaming Zelda for all the unhappiness in their lives and his failure to write. He told her that she never took responsibility for her own actions, that she had ignored ordinary moral standards and had caused both of them distress as a result. He tried to make her feel guilty and she refused to give in. If Zelda ignored moral standards, Scott was right by her side doing the same. What about his actions? His responsibilities? The anxiety and terror his drinking caused her? He was whitewashing his past and painting her in black.

She wrote to him, trying to express her frustration. I am tired of rummaging my mind to understand a situation that would be difficult enough if I were completely lucid. I cannot arbitrarily accept blame now when I know in the past I have felt none.

Zelda pleaded with Scott to write to Egorova. She needed to find out where she stood with dancing. Maybe if Egorova praised her, told her she could train to become a lead, they would allow her to dance. Maybe she could have something to hold onto.

But Egorova’s reply was not what she hoped it would be. Scott sent it to her in full. Egorova wrote that it was her belief Zelda began her training too late in life to ever become first-rate. While Zelda had shown great discipline and dedication, it was not likely that she would acquire the parts she wished to. She did say that she believed Zelda could dance important roles with several companies, including in New York, but it brought no comfort to Zelda. It had all been for nothing. Her dedication, her sacrifice. She would never be good enough.

*

Do you still smell of pencils and sometimes of tweed?

As the summer heat intensified and the sun shone through her window, Zelda began to feel a strengthening in her soul. She would never be a Prima Ballerina, she would never be the lead. She knew that now. So she decided to find something where she could excel.

Zelda returned to writing and by July, completed three short stories. The doctors were pleased at her more upbeat disposition and her written affection towards Scott. She asked him to visit and Dr Forel told her that was excellent progress.

“The key to your recovery lies in a successful marriage with Scott, Zelda. I am glad you are beginning to see this,” Dr Forel told her during one of their sessions.

Zelda smiled benignly, like the way Southern Belles were taught to do. She had realised what she must do. How she must behave if she ever wanted to leave this place.

Zelda spent her summer writing love letters to Scott. They were filled with tender words and longing urges for him to visit. Her eczema worsened. She was plagued by the pain and the sores and each treatment was less effective than the last.

“Now that you are demonstrating tenderness towards your husband, I believe we can begin to start working on your sexual rehabilitation,” Dr Forel told her and Zelda tried her best to not let her terror shine through her eyes. They began a course of endocrine treatment that they said would cure her of her attraction to women. They injected her with morphine and belladonna and luminal so she was in a persistent docile state. It was easy to write loving letters to Scott when she was like this. It was easy to forget the thorn paved past when she was drugged.

In the autumn, Forel treated her eczema with hypnosis. It helped to ease it, somewhat. The patches shrank and shrivelled, for a time. They thought she was improving. She tried to support their beliefs.

Zelda was so lonely that when a nurse with the most beautiful red hair caught her eye one day, Zelda began to dream of her and her fiery hair fills up the blackness which was usually there. She tried to look at her, discreetly. Zelda found excuses to talk to her and when her hand brushed against Zelda’s as she handed her tablets to her, she felt herself blush and heat crawled low in her belly. She lay in bed one night, thinking of the nurse with the red hair. What it would be like to run her hands through it, to press herself against the nurse, imagining the warmth and comfort of another human. Zelda explored her own body as she allowed these thoughts to fill her mind, her hand dropping to the centre of her womanhood, brushing and pressing. Eliciting a pleasure Zelda had not known in a long time. She tried to stop the low moans from escaping out of her throat. But she had not been careful enough. The night nurse stormed the room and quickly realised what Zelda had been doing.

They dragged her back to the villa away from the property, to the black rooms and screams and despair. They put Zelda in darkness and she felt the pinprick of injection and waited for the unconsciousness to come, but there was something different. She felt all her skin flush and beads of perspiration broke out all around her. She was restrained to the bed but suddenly, there was a terrible restlessness in her body and she desperately needed to move. She withered and pulled against the binds, trying to get some relief but it was no use. Saliva gathered and pooled at her mouth, spilling over. It felt like hours before the sleep came. Then finally, sedation began to course through her body, shaking her as she drifted into the abyss.

*

Now I am so frightened of the past that I am half-afraid to think. There’s so much conditioning to be done… I am powerless. I suppose I will have to submit, though I am neither young enough nor credulous enough to think that you can manufacture out of nothing something to replace the song I had

That winter was the most desperate of Zelda’s life. She wanted to die, but nobody would allow her. They forced her to stay alive, they forced her to endure what she discovered were insulin treatments. They tortured her and called it medicine.

Christmas was a disaster. Scott and Scottie visited and Zelda was so anxious and restless, she broke the ornaments and the baubles on the tree. When she repeatedly babbled apologies, tears she didn’t realise she still had in her rolled down her cheeks. Scott rushed Scottie away and she was once again, left alone.

In January, Scott’s father died. Zelda felt genuine pity for Scott at the news and wrote to tell him so. He came to visit her before he left for the funeral in the US. As soon as he arrived, it was clear he was on a bender the night before and although she did not think he had drank that morning, she could still smell the alcohol on him. Her muscles automatically tightened at the memory.

Zelda tried to comfort him but it was a complicated thing to empathically try to offer relief to someone who had wounded her so. She knew that she distressed him as much as she comforted him during his visit but she couldn’t help it. When they were in her room, he surprised her by kissing her hard on the mouth and the smell of the night before filled up her nostrils. Out of pity, she kissed him back. But then his hand slid up her gown as his other hand roughly groped her breast and she broke away from his embrace.

“What are you doing?” she asked and he once again tried to kiss her, grabbing at her breasts, pushing her back onto the bed.

“I want you, Zelda. Help me want you,” he murmured into her ear, grabbing her hand and rubbing it against the flat crotch of his trousers. She pulled her hand back, pushing him away.

“You don’t want me,” she told him. “What are you trying to prove?” He left soon after, with a cold kiss and a promise to write to her.

As winter melted into spring, in Scott’s absence, Zelda felt herself lighten. He was not preoccupied with her and a pressure inside her deflated. She began eating regular meals and found her mind could focus more easily, something she delightedly told Dr Forel. He allowed her to take up physical exercise so she began to ski. The gleaming white snow was a balm to her; its crisps, freshness daily renewing. Zelda settled into a new routine and worked on translating a book, delighted to learn that her mind still worked. It could still think.

When Scott returned in the spring, the nurses made sure her hands were manicured and her hair was styled for his return. They had moved her to a more feminine and warm room in a villa separate to the main building; these were the rewards for her submission.

*

I realise more completely now than ever how much I live in you and how sweet and good and kind you are to such a dependant appendage

Zelda knew she began the submission because it was the only way she would ever be released. But as her treatments continued, as she smiled when she needed to and thought up new ways to tell Scott how wonderful he was and unworthy she was to have him, the line between reality and fantasy became blurred. What she thought and felt became consumed by what they say she should think and feel. She thought that perhaps, the difference didn’t matter anymore.

She garnered rewards for her good behaviour; increasing visits with Scottie. In July, she was allowed to travel away from Prangins for two weeks. The three of them went to Annecy and play acted at being a family and Zelda tried very hard to be normal.

In August, they visited the Murphys and when Scott caused havoc about dirty bathwater and Scottie, Zelda kept her cool and everybody noticed it. They thanked her with smiles and squeezes of her hand and she was pleased at the reaction. It was working. Her plan was working.

Finally, finally, in September she was released. She restrained her joy as they travelled from Lyon to Paris. She longed to leap about in the free air she could now breathe, she wanted to roll her back against the last of the summer grass and sink her toes into the earth and eat enough ice cream to make her belly hurt. But she didn’t. She clasped her hands carefully in her lap and smiled at Scott and allowed him to caress her while he said how wonderful it was to have his ‘dear, darling girl’ back. Although Zelda wasn’t sure who he was talking about; she had never behaved like this, even before her breakdown.

She realised that somewhere along the way, Scott stopped wanting a wife who was outspoken and daring and had a mind. Somewhere along the way, Scott wanted her to become docile and subservient; a woman who had all her needs fulfilled by her role as wife. He had bought a phoenix wanting it to transform into a dove at his command.





Chapter Forty-Nine

They returned to the US, stopping briefly in New York and Washington. They saw Ring in the city and it was clear to them both that life had taken its toll on all of them since they had last met.

They went to Montgomery and settled into 819 Felder Avenue and Zelda began a new life of tennis matches, golf games, and time in the company of old friends. Their house was half-shingled with a rose garden at the side and a magnolia tree in front of the yard.

“Magnolias, Zelda, aren’t that lovely?” Scott said as he led Scottie up the steps into the house. Zelda smiled and nodded. She did not tell him that now, their smell brought tears to her eyes.

They got a bloodhound they named Trouble and a white Persian cat they called Chopin and hired a couple, Freeman and Julia, to cook and clean for them and enrolled Scottie at the Margaret Booth School. They thrust themselves into a domestic routine like they had never done before, hoping that this would cure all that troubled them.

But by October they were both bored and they instead turned to writing. Scott, finally sourcing some inspiration, began furiously working on a book he said he was going to call Tender Is the Night. Zelda had no idea what it was about, or what had caused the sudden jolt of creativity, but she was grateful for it as it left her to work on her own writing. A seedling had been forming in her head and now she watered it with care, spilling words and structure onto pages every day.

Judge Sayre became ill the same month Gerald’s father died. Zelda sent him their heartfelt sorrow. Sorrow was something she had in abundance within her.

During her father’s illness, Zelda spent more time with him than she could ever remember spending in her life. She read to him, when he was up to it, even though she found his choice of material boring. Sometimes, she just sat by his bed and kept him company. In the impending spectre of his death, they achieved an easiness in their relationship they had never managed to grasp in the fullness of life.

One day, he surprised her. “Baby,” he said, hoarsely. “You should divorce Scott.”

If she wasn’t already sitting down, Zelda would’ve been knocked to her feet with shock. Sayres don’t divorce. There had never been a divorce in the family.

“Daddy, it’s okay. I’m okay,” she said, lifting his soft hand and squeezing it.

“No, you’re not. And you won’t be as long as you’re with him. I’ve just wanted you to be happy, Zelda. That’s all I ever wanted, is for you to be happy and well.”

“You never wanted me with Scott,” Zelda said quietly. No accusation, no recrimination. Just a simple fact. “You wouldn’t even come to my wedding and give me away.”

He said nothing for a moment, but drew in his breaths, quick and shallow, as he gathered his thoughts. Then he fixed his eyes on her. “I couldn’t watch you do it. I couldn’t watch you give yourself to a man who would never deserve you. Besides, baby, you were never mine to give away. You always belonged to yourself. Before Scott.”

Zelda tipped towards the bed so her forehead was pressed against her father’s warm hand. So he didn’t see the tears spilling.

*

“I’ve been asked to go back to Hollywood,” Scott announced one morning, the post freshly opened in his hand. “MGM wants me to rewrite the Red Hooded Woman for Jean Harlow and they’re offering me $1,200 a week.”

Zelda said nothing as the information sank into her brain. She was surprised, but tried not to show it. After Scott’s last performance out West, she didn’t think he would ever be asked back to the studio lots. But she guessed that in a town of make believe and constant reinvention, maybe they made believe you were reinvented if enough time passed by.

“To go now? But the Judge is so sick and we’re still getting settled here,” Zelda asked, the panic rising in her voice. She couldn’t help it. The doctors and Scott had told her she was nothing without him, that she would fall apart without him anchoring her. She didn’t want to go insane again. She knew that she should feel joyful at the prospect of freedom, but she only felt fear at being left in her own charge.

If you listened to something said about you for long enough, you’ll believe it she realised. She didn’t believe she could survive without Scott.

“It’s only six weeks, darling. I’ll be home in time for Christmas. This will be good for me,” he told her, kissing her on top of her head the way he did to Scottie when she woke from a bad dream. She knew she could not argue with him.

Before he left, Scott insisted on seeing Judge Sayre. Zelda thought it was because he wanted to say goodbye, in case her father died while he was away. She didn’t know what she expected Scott to say. But whatever it was, it wasn’t the words that came out of his mouth.

He kneeled down by the Judge, head bowed as if in prayer. For one fearful moment, Zelda thought he might begin to cry. Her father wouldn’t be able to deal with falsity. But instead, Scott lifted his head and with despair is in his voice said, “Judge Sayre, I need you to say something before I go. Before I try again to succeed where I have failed, for both myself and Zelda. Tell me you believe in me. Please. You’ve never said it all these years and it would mean so much to me now to hear you say you do, that you know I can do this.”

Zelda was flabbergasted. But the Judge only seemed disappointed, not surprised. “I think you’ll always pay your bills, Scott,” he said, with resign. As Scott beamed and thanked him the Judge closes his eyes. “Zelda, I’m tired now,” her father said.

“Of course,” Scott replied, pulling himself to his feet and replacing his cool mask once again. “You must rest and I must leave. I’ll see you at Christmas, Judge Sayre.”

*

In the days after Scott left, Zelda was bereft. She wrote to him, Goofo, please love me—I want you back.

She worked in Minnie’s garden and played tennis with Noonie. She wrote some short stories but felt they were no good. As the days passed, the Judge grew weaker. Combined with Scott’s absence, Zelda felt insecure and vulnerable. There were the two stonewalls of her life, her father and her husband. The masculine fists which both, at times, tried to rule her. What would she have become, had she not rebelled? Would she have avoided the insanity and her pain if she had followed her father’s guidance? Zelda wondered. But if she had followed her father’s guidance, she never would have married Scott. Was her life better or worse for having had Scott in it? She wasn’t sure.

Sara Mayfield returned to Montgomery for a spell and Zelda was delighted to see her old friend. She relaxed in her company more than she had with anyone in months. So when Sara asked her how she felt about Scott, the truth was out before Zelda even thought to censor it.

“I will never forgive him for Prangins. It was torture what they put me through. I don’t know whether he was trying to help me or protect himself but I was stripped to the bone and he just stood by and watched,” Zelda said, in a sudden rush of anger. The emotion startled her and she began briskly apologising to Sara.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, please don’t tell Scott,” she implored, grabbing her friend’s hands, fear in her eyes.

“Zelda, hush. It’s okay, there’s nothing to say sorry for,” Sara replied soothingly. “You don’t need to apologise for your feelings and I certainly won’t be telling Scott anything. How are things between you now?”

Zelda pondered for a moment, wondering how truthful she should be. She decided she could trust Sara. She always could. “Things are fine, once I fulfil his idea of what I should be. But it’s hard. I don’t know when he started hating everything I am and wished for me to be someone different. But he does, I can see that. So once I stay the way he wants me to be and do what he likes, things are fine.”

Sara stared at her friend, once the most alive person she had ever known. Zelda was small and cowed now, tired and broken. “Zelda,” she said, her eyes full of heartbreak, “that is no way to live.”

Zelda nodded. She knew that. “Enough about me, how are you finding it being back?” she asked, changing topic. Sara knew the subject was closed.

But it was not forgotten, not for Zelda. The echo of her words rang loose the other truths in her mind. Of Scott’s role in her descent into madness. Of the hurt he had caused her and the unforgivable things he had done. Back in Baltimore, when Rosalind told her to leave him, she couldn’t even imagine it. Couldn’t even entertain the possibility. Zelda had still believed in love, their love, and thought somehow, it would bring them back to each other. But their love had brought Zelda to her knees. There was no way back.

She heard through the grapevine that Peyton Mathis helped a friend get a divorce by persuading the husband to grant her one. Zelda said nothing as the gossip was traded over tea, but stored it in her mind. She waited until a day when nobody would notice her missing, and then she met Peyton.

“You must help me,” she told him as he poured both of them tea. Zelda saw him stiffen at her desperate implore and she knew he was wondering if she was about to do something crazy. She forced her back to relax into her seat.

“I heard what you did and I want you to do the same for me. I want you to persuade Scott to give me a divorce.”

With a heavy sigh, he sat the teapot back on the table. “It’s not as simple for you, Zelda.”

“Why not? Because of Scottie?” she asked.

“Yes, partly. Zelda, Scott is never going to agree to give you a divorce. He couldn’t stand the humiliation of it. He also couldn’t stand to lose you.”

“You don’t understand,” she whispered to him, “he hates me now. He hates the girl he married.”

“Well, then he’s a fool,” Peyton said softly and damning the looks of the other diners, stretched his arm and grabbed Zelda’s trembling hand in his. “He always has been, Zelda. But he won’t allow you freedom now, not after all this time. And he won’t allow you to have Scottie.”

“I’m her mother,” she whispered softly, the words catching in her throat.

“Who’s been in institutions,” Peyton said and Zelda’s eyes flashed up to meet his. Inside him, something gladdened. Part of the girl he once knew was still there; the proud Zelda Sayre who would confront anything.

“I’m not saying you are, but Scott will say you are an unfit mother and on the basis of the facts he provides, a judge will agree with him. Even if you somehow think that I of all people—when Scott has always detested me—can persuade him to give you a divorce, you will not get custody. You will have to leave Scottie with him.”

Peyton was right. Zelda knew he was right. She knew it before she even asked him. But she had to ask anyway. She had to hope that there was a different answer.

On the 17th of November 1931, Judge Anthony Sayre died. They buried him in the Oakwood Cemetery in Montgomery. His death hit Zelda hard, harder than she had expected and she wrote to Scott and begged him to return, to give her the support she needed.

But he said he couldn’t, that he was getting somewhere with the script, that he would be home in a few weeks. She threw his letter in the fire and cried bitterly.

Her insomnia and her asthma returned in painful unison and she could find no rest or respite. One of her stories, Miss Ella, was published in early December and while the citizens of Montgomery were impressed by her prose, Zelda could find no sense of satisfaction in their admiration. All she could feel was the panic and anxiety beginning to rise in her again.

She headed to Florida with a nurse under the cover that it would help her asthma. But really, she hoped a change of scenery might help stabilise her fraying nerves. When she returned to Montgomery, Zelda focused on finishing the project for Scottie she has been working on for Christmas.

Scott returned in time for Christmas, just as he promised. Zelda could tell he had been hitting the drink heavy but said nothing. On Christmas Eve, she unveiled her work to Scottie and her daughter’s eyes widened and her mouth shaped into an O at what was laid out before her. Zelda had recreated the history of mankind, with sets and landscapes detailing everything from the Ancient Egyptians to the War of the Roses and the French Revolution. She had set up an electric train to travel from one period of time to the next, cheerfully choo-choo-ing as it did.

Zelda had not been a mother to Scottie. She knew that. She had never been able to give her the stability or care that a child needs. All she had ever been able to offer her was her love, her unconditional love, and fantastical presents that for a moment, made her the best mother in the world in Scottie’s eyes.

In January, she and Scott travelled to Florida together to take the sun and rest. One day, as they lounged on their hotel balcony, Zelda sipping on orange juice and Scott a cocktail, he asked her “Would you like to hear some of my new book?”

“Sure,” she answered, smiling. She tilted her head to the sun as he went to his bag and pulled out some pages. He read to her prose that was at times poetic and at times, terrifying. There was an unsettling intensity in the relationship between Dick and Nicole.

He didn’t read much to her; or rather, what he read, didn’t give much away. Just that they were a husband and wife, Dick and Nicole, and their relationship was by turns romantic and grotesque.

It made Zelda feel uncomfortable and a question began forming in her mind that she dared not ask. “It sounds promising. What’s the plot line?” she queried.

“Oh, I haven’t settled on anything yet,” Scott told her, but she knew he was lying. He had only read her a small part of what was written down.

On their final day, Zelda seized her opportunity when Scott left her alone in the hotel room to pick up something for Scottie out of the gift shop. She waited until she was certain he wouldn’t return and then rooted out the pages he had stowed away in his case.

Zelda devoured the words in front of her; each new paragraph another punch to her gut. It was her and Scott, but rewritten and their names were Nicole and Dick and he was a saviour and she a demon. Nicole was insane and with a crashing fall, Zelda realised he had directly used her letters from Prangins in his book. Her most vulnerable thoughts, her most private words—he had taken them all. He had appropriated her entire breakdown for his book.

When he returned, she sat on the floor, cross-legged, surrounded by the pages.

“Zelda, what are you—”

“Why? How could you? You used my breakdown! You used my letters!” she screamed, her rage increasing with every word, scrunching the pages in her hand.

“Zelda, calm down, I was afraid you would react this way—”

“You’re goddamn right I would react this way! You have no shame!”

She began to cry. “My letters, Scott. All the things I told you, all the things I said…” Zelda sobbed for the fresh heartbreak she did not think was possible to have. She had not realised that the capacity for heartbreak was endless.

She went into the bathroom and reread Scott’s lines in her mind. This is what he chose to write about? This is what he wants to publish?

She composed herself enough for them to get to the station and board the train back to Montgomery. Scott tried to talk to her as if the incident in the hotel room had not even happened. As the landscape hurtled by, she felt desolate and lost. Zelda snuck Scott’s flask out of his coat as he napped and went to the bathroom, downing its contents in one go. On her face, she spotted something.

She looked closer in the mirror. No, she thought, it can’t be. But it was. The familiar red sore on her cheek began to itch and burn. Her eczema had returned.

Zelda was manic with fear by the time they reached Montgomery. For the last hundred miles, she had been plagued by voices that she knew were not there, whispering in her ear and telling her stories that weren’t real.

Things only worsened over the next few weeks. Shadows and shapes once again pulled at the corners of her eyes and she became hysterical at their presence. Scott could only watch her in horror. He had no idea what to do.

“I need to go. I need to go back to hospital,” she told him. “You’ve done this to me. How could you do this to me?” she asked, her tears and panic coming in unstoppable waves now. In February, he admitted her to the Phipps Clinic at John Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore. This, Zelda realised, was their new routine.





Chapter Fifty

Zelda was terrified at the prospect of returning to hospitals, doctors and strangers observing her every movement. But she was more terrified of losing her mind. To her great relief, Phipps wasn’t quite as terrifying as Prangins and Dr Myer, although laying much of the blame of her breakdowns at her feet, blamed Scott too.

He also allowed her to write or paint for two hours every day and took great interest in her creative work; something which provided much-needed comfort to Zelda. She befriended a female doctor, Mildred Squires, who encouraged Zelda to pick back up the writing work she had begun the previous fall. Zelda took art therapy with Dr Wertham and found that a song of hope was once again perched in her fragile heart.

Scott relocated to Baltimore to be nearer to her and to work on his book and she forced herself not to think about what he was writing, what material from her stay in Prangins he may be using. Instead, Zelda began committing her own words into a book. Once she settled herself upon doing it words flowed out of her like birdsong. Ink settled onto the page with the ease of a feather falling to the ground. Her words and chapters came easy.

It was not difficult to write the novel; she had already lived it.

*

March 8 F Scott Fitzgerald to Dr Myer

While it is good that Zelda is trying to positively occupy her time, I’m not sure that encouraging her to work on a novel is the best approach. She is not a natural storyteller in the same sense that I am and she is only bound to compare her amateur efforts to my professional standards. Unless a story comes to her fully formed—as has been the case with her previous short stories which achieved mild success with the help of my name—she is likely to flounder and it is my fear that this would only set her back in the progress you tell me she has made.

March 9 Dr Myer to F Scott Fitzgerald

While I completely understand your concerns, I am pleased to say that Zelda has finished her novel already. It seems the story had indeed come to her fully formed and she feels a great sense of achievement at the accomplishment.

Scott arrived the next day at Phipps, casting a shadow over her warm glow of pride. Zelda had written determinedly for weeks, wanting to capture it all while fresh in her mind. She could hardly believe it when she finished the last sentence. Acting on impulse, Zelda immediately sent it to Max Perkins. She penned a short note with it, telling Max she had sent it to him for feedback, that Scott hasn’t seen any of it as he was so busy working on his book and she didn’t wish to disturb him.

Which was the exact same thing she told Scott when he asked to see it.

“You sent it to Max? Before me?” he asked, wounded, as they sat outside in the soft spring sun.

“I didn’t want to trifle you with something that might be nothing,” Zelda lied to him.

“Yes, but you’re bothering my editor with it? Good God Zelda, this could be a complete embarrassment. What’s the plot?” Scott asked.

She tried not to squirm as she relayed it to him. Zelda knew he wouldn’t be happy. “Well, I suppose it’s about a girl called Alabama and a boy called David and their lives together. He’s a painter and they go to France and she tries to become a ballerina and… it’s about all sorts of things, really.”

She could see the clouds gathering in Scott’s mind. “I want to read it. Give me a copy,” he said firmly.

“Well, I can’t right now, I gave my spare copy to one of the girls on the ward. But I’ll get you one soon,” she promised, trying to pacify him.

She delayed for another week and then finally sent Scott a copy. She was anxious about what he would say, imagining how cruel he would be about her writing. Zelda was sure he wouldn’t be happy that some of it was autobiographical, but she was not prepared for the furious rage that her book ignited in him.

He called on her the day after she sent the copy to him. “So you’ve read it?” she asked apprehensively as they sat in the visitors’ rooms.

“Yes, I’ve read it,” he responds tightly. “Dear God, Zelda, you’ve poached our lives! And my books! You’ve named the male protagonist Amory Blaine for Christ’s sake!”

He was trying to keep his voice down because the nurses were never far away, but she could feel the heat of his anger.

“You’ve used plenty of our lives in your books, Scott. Remember telling me to act the part of Rosalind? You invented the flapper from me!” she hissed back.

“How dare you!” he roared, breaking the tepid volume he had been speaking at. Just then, Dr Myer walked through. He could tell from both their faces that there was something wrong.

“Ahh, Mr Fitzgerald. Could you and Zelda come to my office for a moment?”

Like naughty schoolchildren, they walked behind the doctor into his office and took their seats.

“Is there a difficulty of some kind occurring?” he inquired, knowing full well there was.

“There most certainly is, Doctor and I fear you’re partly to blame. This book of Zelda’s, it’s disgraceful! She has rewritten our lives, she has used the name of a character in a previous book of mine and has poached much of the material that my current book deals with! She has a disturbed version of events that particularly shows in her portrayal of me, it’s slanderous!”

Zelda laughed, cruelly. “That’s rich coming from you, my whole life has been poached by you—my letters too! How can I poach my experience of a breakdown, Scott?”

“You see?” Scott said, waving his hands as if Zelda was a demonstration of some kind. “She refuses to see the difference between the books I write and this one book she has done. Have you even read it, doctor? If you have I’m sure you’ll understand why I’m upset.”

“I have not,” Dr Myer said. “It is my place to encourage Zelda’s expression, not critique it.”

“Yes well, perhaps you could encourage her to express something original,” Scott muttered.

“It is original,” Zelda retorted. “You’re the one who lacks originality here!” They both began to verbally scramble over each other and only stopped when Dr Myer called a halt to their childishness.

“I think that perhaps this is enough talk about the book today. I don’t want Zelda worked up into a frenzy. Scott, I think you should leave and we can come up with a plan when tempers have cooled,” Dr Myer said calmly. But Zelda knew there would be no cooling Scott’s temper. These were merely the opening shots of the war to come.

*

MARCH 16

WIRE F SCOTT FITZGERALD TO MAX PERKINS

MAX DO NOT JUDGE ZELDA’S BOOK UNTIL YOU GET THE NEW VERSION. SHE RUSHED OFF A COPY TO YOU BUT THERE WILL BE A REVISED ONE.

For the rest of the month, Scott travelled to Phipps frequently to work on the revisions to Zelda’s book. They had meetings with Dr Myer and while he accepted that both of them were blaming the other and felt a great deal of resentment and anger, it was ultimately Scott’s wishes which were to be abided. He was the husband, after all.

Once Dr Myer made his decision, Zelda knew the battle was over. Without an ally, she had no chance. She submitted to the hefty revisions that Scott insisted upon. As a result, much of the beautiful tragedy Zelda handcrafted—including chapters relating directly to her own experiences—was removed. Scott also insisted that 50% of the royalties from the book should be retained by Scribner’s to be credited against his debts until $5,000 was paid off.

“Given that I have been the one providing for us all these years, it is only fair,” Scott said. Zelda did not argue. She did not care. Not it if meant her book would be published.

But she learned her lesson; when Scott asked to see her latest stories in April after the revisions to her book were done, she refused to let him see them.

*

In May, Scott rented La Paix, a house in nearby Towson and Zelda was allowed to spend her mornings there, returning to Phipps in the afternoon.

“It is my hope, Zelda, that you can be discharged in a matter of weeks. You have made tremendous progress,” Dr Myer told her with a crinkly smile.

But while her sanity had made progress, her marriage had not. Scott was more resentful than ever and Zelda could only conclude it was because there was something good in her writing.

In June, she was discharged and hoped to begin a new novel, but Scott wouldn’t allow her and Dr Myer agreed with his desire to curb her writing.

“We don’t want you to become obsessive, Zelda, like you did with your ballet,” the doctor told her. “Stick to short stories and perhaps a play, for the moment. We can discuss another book in a few months.” Zelda wondered why this drive was called ambition in men, but obsessiveness in women. She wanted to ask why she was being punished for wanting the same things Scott wanted. But she didn’t want to lose the freedom she had gained, so she said nothing.

Even that concession Scott was not happy with. He wanted her only to paint. No writing. He saw writing as his territory and one she should stay away from. But even when one of her paintings was shown in New York—her Ballet Figures one—he was not happy. Nothing Zelda said or did pleased him.

The two Saras stopped by La Paix to visit and Zelda knew that even though Sara Haardt was still in ill health, she looked far better than Zelda did. She excitedly began telling them about her artwork in New York, when Scott interrupted her.

“Sara,” he said, turning to Sara Haardt, “will you take a look at Tender for me? I’m very excited about it.”

“Um sure, Scott,” she replied, clearly caught off guard by the rudeness of his interruption. The gay animation that had danced across Zelda’s face disappeared. She seemed tired and resigned. “Is it finished?” Sara asked.

“Nearly! And it’s good, good, good!” he cried, a rallying cheer. “It is good, isn’t it Zelda?”

She laughed bitterly and neither one of the Sara’s quite understood why. There were clearly missing something. But neither Fitzgerald enlightened them; they simply sat staring at each other, all the unspoken things lying between them.

*

As the leaves tumbled from the trees, Zelda waited for Save Me the Waltz—the official name of her book—to be published. She worked on a play, as she was allowed, called Scandalabra. In October, the book was published and Max sent her a copy with kind words and congratulations. There was no publicity for it—Scott wouldn’t allow it—and it was printed on cheap paper, bound in a green linen that Zelda didn’t like. But it was her book, published.

Zelda flicked through the pages and spotted spelling errors and grammatical mistakes. She flipped the book back and opened the page at the beginning, quickly scanning the text. She could not believe it; it hadn’t been proofed. It had been printed as it was sent; full of spelling mistakes and writing errors. She was mortified; people would think she was a fool. This had never happened with one of Scott’s books and he was as bad at spelling as she was.

“Scott, they didn’t proof it!” she yelled, walking into his study, the book in her hand. He didn’t seem surprised.

“Well, I guess that didn’t have the resources for a book to be proofed for an unestablished writer,” he said, idly leafing through the pages, smiling at the errors he spotted. “You really should’ve been more careful with the copy you sent.”

Zelda wanted to hurl the book at him. She was hurt that Max would allow her book to go out like this. He apologised when she called him and asked about it. “It shouldn’t have happened,” Max agreed. “But I’m afraid the books have been printed and we don’t have the budget to reprint them.”

“I’ll pay,” she told him, “I have some money from short stories and you can use the money the book gets that doesn’t go to Scott’s debt.” In the end, she only earned $120.73 from the book. Everything else went on repairs and debt. She felt the despair spiral in her; her success had been tainted with failure. Scott had made sure of that.

Zelda desperately wanted to work on a second book, so she could prove herself. But Scott was now saying that he didn’t want her writing until he had finished writing Tender. But he had resumed his all day drinking again and no work was being done on his book. Zelda was filled with frustration and repression and she hated him for what he was doing.

The producers in New York she sent Scandalabra to rejected it and Scott was gleeful at the rebuttal. So she hid away, in a room upstairs at La Paix and once again, tried to carve out a world for herself.

She painted and danced and secretly wrote. The house was filled with sadness and misery and she and Scott haunted each other like ghosts, floating from room to room.

As the months passed and Zelda poured her feelings into something productive and Scott continued to squander his days, their fights become more frequent and bitter. Anger was never far from the surface and Scottie became accustomed to the noises of smashing china and objects hitting walls.

They went to Phipps every six weeks to keep a check on Zelda and it became clear to Dr Myer that they were a bomb waiting to explode. He suggested that they sit down with a stenographer while he mediated and they try to get to the root of their marital strife. “Neither one of you seemed willing to listen to the other or take their views into account—it is my hope that by having a stenographer in the room, you both will be more mindful in your recollections. And it will also provide a transcript for further consideration after the discussion.”

Zelda thought Dr Myer placed too much hope in how effective this would be, but she agreed and once she did, Scott knew he was bound to do the same. At the end of May, Dr Myer came to La Paix as a mediator and on a Sunday afternoon, the stenographer began recording.

It became a transcript of the most bitter, hurtful things Scott ever said to her. He dismissed her writing and resented her attempts to justify her writing by comparing it to his. “I am artistically different to Zelda,” he told Dr Myer, who sat nearby.

Dr Myer interrupted with questions and Scott revealed the true depths of his lack of respect for Zelda’s work. “She has certain experiences to report but essentially, she has nothing to say.”

Zelda was infuriated. She told him he was jealous because of his own poor productivity. He blamed her on his lack of writing; claimed she was suffering egotism and too much self-love. “You have the mentality of a very cheap prostitute,” he said, before adding, “you are a third-rate writer and a third-rate ballet dancer.”

His insults stung, a slap to her each time. When they got to the subject of Scottie, Zelda bit back tears as she had her say. “If I have been deficient in my mothering role, it is because you have restricted it. You refuse to take my judgement on nannies, women who isolated me from my own doctor. The only thing I had was my work. You alienated me from my own daughter’s affections. I am a stranger to her now.”

But Scott refused to accept anything against him. He once again returned to her writing, the use of his material.

“Is that your material?” she asked, anger filling her voice. “The asylums? The madness? The terrors? Were they yours?”

“Everything we have done is mine,” he told her. The bitterness encroached on his voice as he pointed his fingers between them. “If we make a trip, if you and I go around, I am the professional novelist and I am supporting you. That is all my material. None of it is your material!”

Around and around they went, for hours on end. The sky settled into a glowing red, then pink, and then dusk fell and still they went. They were accomplishing nothing and Zelda wondered if he was simply trying to wear her out into giving up.

So she made a suggestion in a bid to end it; they would put their disagreements aside until Scott finished his novel. Zelda would not write a novel until he finished his one. Her progress would be determined by his.

Dr Myer admired her compromise and suggested she confined herself to working on her play. But that was not good enough for Scott. He wanted her to give up writing anything.

Dr Myer turns to her and asked, “What is paramount in your life: to create or be married?”

Zelda took a few moments, gathering her thoughts and forming her answer. “I want to write and I am going to write. I am going to be a writer but I am not going to do it at Scott’s expense if I can possibly avoid it, so I agree not to do anything that he does not want, a complete negation of myself, until that book is out of the way because the thing is driving me crazy… if he cannot let me do what I want to do and live with me after that, I would rather do what I want to do. I am really sorry.”

They both stared at her in silence, so she continued. “Once Tender is published, I will no longer allow Scott to dictate the terms of our lives. I will make my own honest attack on life. I cannot give up the way I think. That’s the one thing he wants me to give up.”

In silence, the truth and poison of their words lay between them.

“Shall we end it there?” Dr Myer asked.

A few days later, in a mood of defiance, she piled her old clothes into a fireplace in one of the upstairs rooms at La Paix. Each gown was a memory, each outfit a costume of a life she no longer wanted to live. She would confine herself to this play for the moment; but she would no longer play the lead in the story Scott wrote for them.

In purity and purge, she set alight to them. She didn’t stay to watch them burn. Instead, she went back to her typewriter and lost herself in revising Scandalabra. By the time she smelled the smoke, it was too late.

The fire quickly spread throughout the house and it was all they could do to manage to get themselves and Scottie out safely. Several rooms on the top floor were utterly destroyed. Scott’s books and manuscripts, Zelda’s art; all were reduced to nothing more than char.

The eternal showman, Scott didn’t tell the local news who gathered to take pictures of the Fitzgeralds in front of their smoking home that it was Zelda’s fault the fire started. As they stood in front of the ashes and ruins, Scott spun them a story about what brought the destruction upon them; it was never their fault.





Chapter Fifty-One

Scandalabra flopped during its run despite, to Zelda’s great surprise, Scott’s fierce attempts to cut and edit it into something manageable. It seemed that neither Fitzgerald was capable of writing a decent play.

That summer was marked by anticipatory waiting for Zelda. She did not know why, but the days were long and anxious. She would rise in the morning, panic catching at her throat and lay her head down at night, fearful of what may come the next day. She became guarded and sharp, withdrawing away from everyone. She mentally weaved a web of protection around herself.

In the fall, Minnie wrote to tell her Anthony, her brother, had killed himself.

Scott passed no comment, except to mutter something about the Sayre genes. Zelda wondered if this was the fear she had imagined, had the nightmare come to pass. But the feelings didn’t go away as her grief took hold. They simply merged, to cause her unending psychic pain. In October, one of her still life exhibited at the Baltimore Museum of Modern Art. It was a sunflower manifested into a creature of attack, ready to devour anybody who touched it.

They travelled to Bermuda and Scott caught pleurisy so Zelda sketched on rain-soaked beaches as he lay in bed recovering. She couldn’t shake the demons who cloaked her every step. They followed her home to Baltimore, they followed her wherever she went.

Scott had finished his book and they waited for the galleys to arrive. But she could not muster the energy to feel anything about it or to begin her own novel. Zelda’s energy ebbed out of her, along with any joy that was left. In her grief, everything seemed black and white, there was no colour anymore.

Scott left the galleys on his desk. She stole them away into the drawing room and took a deep breath before diving in. It was even worse than she imagined. She could not even finish the book.

She put the galleys back in Scott’s study as something inside her broke, irrevocably.

Zelda was heading for another breakdown, she knew that. The familiar markers and signs began to appear. She tried to hold on for as long she could, to minimise the time she would spend in hospital. But as the weeks passed and Tender was serialised in Scribner’s magazine and she realised the whole world would soon be able to read Scott’s work and think it all true, it became too much to bear. Her nerves utterly collapsed. In February, as she re-entered Phipps, she looked Scott square in the eye before the parted. “This is your doing.”

For once, Scott had the decency to look ashamed.

*

The suicidal thoughts were constant now and Zelda feared what she might do to herself if she was left alone. She didn’t know if she wanted to live or die anymore. She didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t.

She continuously came back to the teenage rape of Nicole in the book. Did that happen to her? Was that real? Or was it fiction? She rooted in her mind for memories, for traumas. She analysed every male touch that had ever been placed upon her body, in a desperate bid to discover if this invasion was real or one of Scott’s invention. Her letters from Prangins were now available for all to see, printed as Nicole’s in Scott’s book, but everybody believed that they were one and the same. She didn’t know how she would ever face anyone ever again. Zelda couldn’t tell real life from fiction.

She was sedated daily and confined to total bed rest. Everything in her body and mind collapsed. She told the nurses she was tired of compromises, of shaving one part of herself off after another, until there was nothing left. “I’m an empty vessel, Scott has taken every last drop,” they would hear her say, over and over.

In March, she began to feel better. She made a decision to once again, try and rebuild herself. She wanted to return home. But Scott wouldn’t allow it. He transferred her to Craig House instead.

Zelda created a routine for herself, to break up the hours. She painted, she played bridge and she wrote some pieces for the New Yorker. But then Scott told her there was no money for her painting, that every expense had to be curtailed. He told her she would have to make sacrifices, “as I have for you.”

She screamed and cried and raged. The nurses tried to calm her, to no avail. She trashed her room, throwing the few precious possessions she had around with hurricane force. She repeatedly asked them, “Why must he take everything? Why?”

When Scott heard of her reaction, he tried to make the doctor force her to curb her work. But she resisted. Zelda still had a flicker of fight in her. Scott had stripped her of too much. She decided she would not give him anymore.

But her spirits slumped once again and out of kindness or guilt—Zelda wasn’t sure which—Scott suggested they organise an exhibition of her paintings in New York. She enthusiastically responded and tried to contribute to the organisation of it, but Scott gave only to take away and he took over the planning of it all. The only thing she ended up contributing, apart from the artwork itself, was the name. Parfois La Folie Est La Sagesse.

She attended the opening night and it was like a wake for their former lives. Everyone was there; Sara and Gerald Murphy, Max Perkins, Dorothy Parker, Mencken, Do Passos, Edmund Wilson—all once again in a room in New York. Except they were no longer young, very little beauty remained and Zelda just felt desperate and silly. They were here out of pity, she was sure. They were here to compare the before and after of Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald.

That summer passed in another shadow of sadness. The doctors were puzzled, they thought she would be pleased by the exhibition. She even received good reviews. But nothing anybody said would convince her of its worth. Zelda didn’t respond to medication the way she once did. She stopped talking to doctors. Most days, she kept herself locked away; in her mind, if not always in her body.

On her rare good days, she managed to write. She produced two autobiographical pieces for Esquire; published under a joint by-line. They were a farewell to her life with Scott and they left her feeling empty and sad.

She was transferred to Sheppard and Enoch Pratt in Baltimore because Scott said he was broke and couldn’t afford to keep her in the more expensive asylums. The fact that she said back in March that she wanted to leave and go home didn’t matter to him. They were cruel in Baltimore, in a way she hadn’t experienced before. She thought she had lived through the worst of the treatments in France. She was wrong.

With Scott’s permission, they performed something called Metrazol convulsive treatment. What they meant was they shocked Zelda, over and over again. Her body seized as her eyes rolled back in her head and every time, she was convinced she was going to die. But she didn’t. She would pass out only to wake back up and realise that she had survived for them to do it again the next day. Her memory began to falter. Events and sequences at first became fuzzy, and then faded all together. Her once sparkling, dancing eyes took on a void and vacant stare.

The hallucinations returned now. Zelda told them it was because of the shocks, that they hadn’t been there before, but they didn’t listen to her. She heard Scott’s voice over and over, it followed her everywhere. It was a constant record. She kept twisting and turning, expecting to see him. She was frightened. The nurses asked her why, if it is Scott’s voice she was hearing. “Because he interprets my life for me,” she whispered, fear dancing in her eyes, afraid he might be able to somehow hear her. “He tells me what it’s supposed to mean.”

Scott wrote and begged to be allowed to visit. Zelda held him off for as long as she could. Then, she agreed, thinking his voice might stop if he was physically there. But it didn’t. He smiled at her and she thought he was saying kind things, but she’s couldn’t be sure because the other Scott, the Scott that whispered in her ear, was drowning him out.

As they strolled near a railway, the realisation that she was utterly mad dawned on her. Scott saw her nodding, but he didn’t ask her a question. An incoming train whistled. Zelda darted ahead of him and tried to throw herself onto the tracks.

With all his energy, he burst into a sprint after her and pulled her back into the grassy verge, just before the train hurtled by. She screamed out, wounded. She was in pain, so much pain, and Scott felt his own heart break as he looked at her tortured face. He was still holding her, his arms still wrapped around her as she cried. Scott believed that as she sat by the side of the train tracks that day, in between her breathless sobs and painful cries, he could hear something crack deep inside Zelda. It escaped into the air and floated above them, leaving them broken on the ground below.

*

Zelda began reading the bible soon after her suicide attempt. Like a fever, the obsession gripped her. She had no hope of recovery now, she felt that none of herself remained. Instead, she searched scripture trying to find some comfort. Months passed. Time meant nothing to her. Rosalind thought she should go and stay with Minnie, but Scott wouldn’t allow it. Zelda didn’t care. She surrendered herself completely to the demons of her mind. She resigned herself to her circumstances.

Murphy, Sara and Gerald’s older son, died suddenly of spiral meningitis. Sara Haardt died, succumbing to the diseases that had plagued her for years. Zelda didn’t respond when they told her. The news didn’t even touch her. It was a year of death and she could only feel envious of those who had gone.

In April, Rosalind visited her and was distressed by what she found. Zelda would only dress in white and looked completely deranged. She openly conversed with God, with Christ, with Apollo and William the Conqueror. She prayed incessantly and refused to let a bible leave her hands.

The asylum was in no better condition than Zelda. Rosalind wrote to Scott immediately. You must move her. That place will kill her.

Scott discovered Asheville in North Carolina and the affordable Highland facility there. Zelda was transferred without anybody telling her it was going to happen.

Another asylum, another treatment regime. They injected her with solutions that sometimes smelled sweet. Others burnt her skin. Nearly all of them made her vomit. They brought a fever over her and caused pains in her head she had never experienced in her life. They gave her more shocks, more insulin. Zelda’s days became a cycle of convulsions and comas. She was confined to strict diets and the doctors believed fiercely in the power of exercise. She walked five miles every day.

Zelda soon learned that they also believed in re-education at Asheville. Just like all the others. It was her rejection of the feminine ideal which had brought this madness upon her, they said. They could only try and stem the blood loss of the wound she had inflicted upon herself, they concurred.

Zelda began to dance, again, which they allowed due to their belief in exercise. But unless someone monitored her, she would only stop when she physically collapsed. She also choreographed the ballets for hospital events and in this, found a modicum of joy.

Scottie visited with Scott and sometimes and they went to lunch at a nearby inn. To anyone looking in, they seemed like a normal family. A loving, regular family. That was until you get near enough to hear Zelda whispering bible verses when there was a lull in the conversation.

Asheville had a tennis court and swimming pools, dotted on the eighty acres of land the facility sat on. Zelda spent hours outside, finding peace and rest in painting the landscapes. She sketched the Great Smoky Mountain, mixing twenty shades of grey to find just the right one. The Blue Ridge came next, a blend of colours and textures. Rivers flow around, they flow through Zelda thought. The water always found a way to get where it wanted and she liked that. When she visited Rosalind and Minnie, they were amazed at her progress. She wasn’t the same Zelda Fitzgerald she once was and she was far away from Zelda Sayre. Too much had happened, too much had been done to her for her ever to go back. She was edgy and she still prayed persistently, fervidly. But she was more collected than they had seen her in a long time.

In fact, by Christmas it was role reversal for Scott and Zelda. She was well enough to go home to Montgomery for Christmas, while Scott admitted himself to hospital to dry out from alcohol.

In January, Patrick Murphy died and this time, Zelda was present enough to send her heartfelt condolences to Sara and Gerald. As she wrote, she thought back to that golden time, their brief new age on the Riviera, when the world was theirs for the taking and anything seemed possible. Zelda knew that she was romanticising the past, but this half-truth was one that gave her comfort that there were, at least, some happy days.

Over the next twelve months, Zelda made more and more trips outside of Asheville. She went to Myrtle Beach, to Miami with Scott, then to Palm Beach, before stopping off in Montgomery. She felt stronger than she had in years. Her mind wasn’t quite as sharp as it once was, but it was clear. For that, she was grateful.

“Scott, maybe I could come back to Hollywood with you,” she said one evening, as they sat on the porch in Montgomery. There was a new peace and ease between them. The time apart for them had been good, as Zelda recovered. She could accept the past now. She has put those things—the hurts, the betrayals—into a box and left them there. Sometimes, she spilled them out onto her hand to look at them, peering closely to examine their detail. But they didn’t sting anymore.

Zelda could remember the first flush of their love now, all the things that drew her to Scott in the first place. Maybe, she hoped, they could make another go of things. Maybe in their love story, there were still some chapters left to write.

“To LA? To live?” he asked, clearly surprised and scrambling. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, darling. You know what that town is like; full of phonies and pretenders. You’ve been doing so well here and in Asheville. Let’s not rock the boat.”

Zelda was hurt, but she understood or at least, she tried to. She didn’t learn about Sheila until later.

The two of them headed to Virginia Beach with Scottie and it was the worst family holiday of their lives. Scott got obscenely, disgustingly drunk. He became so raving and violent that Zelda had to call the hotel manager to have him removed. She put an arm around Scottie, nearly a woman now, as she trembled. When he was like this, she hated him. Scott destroyed everything he touched, causing carnage in his wake. She knew that when she was having a bad spell, he must feel the same way too.

The next day, he was full of apologies and shame. “I am the worst person for you now,” he sobbed into Zelda’s shoulder, as she patted him on the back.

“Yes, you are.”

Scottie graduated from high school and Zelda made plans to attend the ceremony in Connecticut. She was careful with her hair and clothes, wanting to look her very best for her baby girl. Except she was not a baby anymore, as Zelda could plainly see. She was a woman grown and Zelda knew that very little of it was to do with her. After the incident in Myrtle Beach and her months of stability, Zelda had hoped that maybe she and Scottie would have the mother-daughter relationship they had always struggled to find. But Scottie didn’t want her there. It was plain to see. Zelda knew she was embarrassed by her presence.

Rosalind sensed the melancholy in Zelda as they travelled to back New York City and she decided that instead of attending one Broadway show, they should go to two. It was a wonderful evening and afterwards, they took a carriage ride through Central Park. As they approached the Plaza Fountain, Zelda asked the driver to stop for a moment.

“What are you doing?” Rosalind asked, as Zelda stepped out of the carriage. But she didn’t answer.

Touching the cold edge of the fountain was like being transported back in time. She closed her eyes and she could hear the squeal of her own voice, the tinkling of champagne glasses. She smelled the cigarettes Tallulah smoked with abandon and could taste Scott’s kiss on her tongue.

“Are you okay?” Rosalind asked, calling from the carriage.

“Yes, darling. I’m just remembering. We were really something once, Scott and I. Once upon a time.”





Chapter Fifty-Two

In the spring of 1939, a trip to Cuba was organised for some of the patients at Asheville and Zelda was asked to go. She was desperately excited; to go somewhere new and exotic, untouched by memories of the past. But Scott took too long in giving his permission for her to go, so she missed the trip.

To her great surprise, Scott wrote in April that he thought the two of them should head to Cuba. Alone. Together. Excitedly she agreed.

He arrived drunk and exhausted and irritable. It was the highlight of the trip. On their first night in Havana, they made love, something they hadn’t done in years. It was tender and sweet and sad. They made love in the same tender way they had the very first time, in that hotel room in Alabama, except now, with the air of an ending, not a beginning.

They progressed onto Club Kawama in Varadero and Scott went on the biggest bender Zelda had ever witnessed him engage in. He was unstoppable and ferocious. He drank, only to vomit it up in angry, violent bursts—and then picked up the nearest bottle and began drinking again. He was consumed by it. After Scott got into a fight and took a heavy beating, Zelda knew she needed to get them out of there. She needed to get him home.

Zelda got them back to New York and upon landing, immediately made arrangements for him to be admitted to a hospital. She did not tell him this until they stood in the arrivals, terminal for fear of his reaction, but he simply nodded sadly. Yes, he would go.

“I love you, darling girl,” Scott said, his eyes filled with tears.

“I love you, Goofo,” Zelda replied, her voice filled with tenderness.

They came together and kissed. Softly, with their tears streaming down their faces and mingling somewhere on their cheeks. They pressed their foreheads together and Zelda pushed back Scott’s hair one last time as he cupped her chin.

She returned alone, to Asheville and told nobody, not her doctors, not Scottie, of what happened in Cuba. Or her fear that Scott was going to drink himself to death.

*

In April 1940, Zelda finally left Highland. After months of persistence from Rosalind and Minnie, Scott finally agreed to release her to Minnie’s care. Scottie brought her home, back to Montgomery, where the journey began. She lived at Rabbit Run, the small white bungalow her mother owned at 322 Sayre Street.

Colour blazed everywhere throughout the town; purple and white wisteria, the old oaks still lined the streets, magnolias and jasmine and roses bloomed. Zelda worked in the garden, enjoying the feel of soil in her hands, the dirt under her fingernails. She sketched and painted the flowers, feeling there was so much life and colour to try and capture. She hired a bike and regularly rode through town, saying hello to the locals on her regular route. Zelda took dance lessons and went for long walks and practiced contentment like it was the muscle that needed building up. She passed hours on the porch with Livye Hart and Julia Garland and wrote to Scott and went to the movies. She spent most evenings with her mother and even tried cooking, although she wasn’t very good at it. She made a life for herself.

Zelda ached to write, but she was fearful of what might happen. She didn’t want to spiral, she didn’t want to feel her mind fill with angry, ugly emotions again.

Scottie arrived in June to spend the summer and Zelda was delighted, but she knew Scottie was hesitant. She sometimes found her child staring at her, perplexed, like she was trying to solve an equation she couldn’t understand. Zelda knew why. Years of treatments had taken their toll on her speech, on her manner. She tired quickly and she wasn’t the mother Scottie remembered from her childhood. Scottie found her continued reading of the Bible unsettling. She didn’t understand that Zelda embraced religion not as a symptom of insanity, but as a comfort to her existence. If she believed in God and all the promises of the next life, she could believe that everything she suffered was for something.

It was devastating for Zelda at times to be back in Montgomery the way she was. She had been the girl that people made up stories about; she set the town on fire with her antics. She defied her father and married her love and travelled the world and stunned them all for three decades. She never thought she would be back here, approaching forty, a shadow of the girl she once was, living with her mother, her husband gone. But Zelda tried not to dwell on what she had lost to get here. Instead, she held onto what she had.

After a few months, she began to exhibit her artwork and while she was pleased at the locals’ reaction, it was Scottie’s tangible pride in her achievement that touched her the most. Not everyone was a fan though; Minnie refused to hang any of Zelda’s paintings in the house and wouldn’t go to any of her exhibitions. Her vicious, sometimes violent depictions made her mother too uncomfortable. Minnie associated them too much with her daughter’s madness.

Zelda began working on a new novel—Caesar’s Things—and when she wrote and told Scott, he seemed genuinely pleased for her. Their letters were frequent and affectionate; they did well with a distance between them. It was much easier to commit love and tenderness to page than it was to keep it up every day. But Scott kept his address in Hollywood from her; she sent letters to a post box. He said it was because he was always moving, but Zelda knew he was fearful she might spontaneously visit him.

In November, he wrote to her about an incident in Schwab’s drugstore. Something to do with his heart. Scott told her it was nothing to worry about and instead, spent most of the letter talking about the new book he was working on, The Last Tycoon. He said that all things going to schedule, he would be finished by January.

Just before Christmas, on the shortest day of the year, Zelda was out walking with Julia Garland one evening. Montgomery never truly got cold, not even in winter. But the air was crisp enough for them to see their breath and feel the weight of the holiday season approach. Zelda found her mind filled memories of good Christmas’ they had. Before they destroyed everything. She wondered what had happened to the decorations they had once kept with such care. In their transient life, the baubles and trinkets of Christmastime had been one of the constants in every Fitzgerald home. Had they been lost somewhere along the way? Did they lay shattered and discarded, in ruins? Or were they hidden safely somewhere, waiting to be brought out once again?

When she returned home, she knew from Minnie’s face something horrible had happened.

“What is it?” Zelda asked, panic rising. “Is Scottie okay?”

“It’s not Scottie, baby. It’s Scott. He’s died. I’m so sorry.”

She dropped to her knees. It was the shortest day of the year. It’s the darkest day of her life.





Chapter Fifty-Three

Christmas happened, but Zelda didn’t remember it. She floated around the house in her pyjamas, making arrangements to have Scott’s body brought back out east and picking where he would be buried. She instructed that he be buried with his father. She thought it was what he would’ve wanted.

But due to Scott’s long-lapsed Catholicism, the church wouldn’t allow him to be buried in the grounds as St Mary’s Church in Rockville. So instead, on December 27, his remains were brought to Rockville Union Cemetery. In those first days, Zelda did everything she could to try and keep her mind busy. She didn’t want to contemplate a world without Scott. It was inconceivable.

She asked Newman to attend the funeral in her place. She was too tired to go, her body would not hold up. If she saw the coffin, Zelda feared the sanity she had recovered would collapse. She found out about Sheila. Max broke the news to her that Scott had been seeing someone in Hollywood. She didn’t care much. It didn’t matter what he had with this woman. It would never touch their epic love, their mythical journey. She wrapped herself in this fairy tale cloak and refused to let go. The only comment she made was to ask that Ms Graham did not attend the funeral. Zelda sent pink gladioli and sat at home reading the poem that John Peale Bishop had written in Scott’s memory as they lowered him into the ground:

I cannot animate with breath,

Syllables in the open mouth of death.

Dark, dark. The shore here has a habit of light.

O dark! I leave you to oblivious night.

After a death, one thing is certain—life goes on. There were two choices before Zelda; to go with it or give up. Zelda contemplated this choice during the longest January she had ever known. She chose to live.

She passed her time with Marjorie, who lived next door. They drank sugary tea in Zelda’s chintzy sitting room with Minnie’s old upright piano and Zelda’s rocking chair from her youth.

But the biggest battle in the aftermath of Scott’s death was against encroaching poverty. At some point, Scott had reduced the life insurance policy he had taken out over a decade ago. A trust had been set up, for Zelda and Scottie, for the next 7 years, but the payments were small and she now found herself trying to manage constant worry about money. It was a deep irony that for someone who never cared much about money, it became such a necessary focus now.

On top of the monthly $50 she got from Scott’s estate, Zelda also received $35 as veteran’s allowance. She led a frugal and frequently lonely life.

She met the Murphys in New York and they commiserated about all they had lost, those who had died, the loss of opportunity, of youth. Zelda knew it was the last time she would see them. They no longer had anything in common; just shared memories of the past.

She worked on her book and gave editorial advice about the publication of Scott’s work. Zelda urged Wilson to edit The Last Tycoon and got Max to agree to publish it; which he finally did in October 1941. Scottie was now a journalism graduate, she worked in New York and lived a life completely separate from Zelda’s. There was a divide between them that Zelda was constantly trying to reach across but she could never quite bridge.

They clashed, at times. Scott left his library of books and manuscripts to Zelda and she wanted to sell them to Princeton. She thought Scott would’ve got a kick out of that plus, it would provide some much-needed income. Scottie was dead set against it and told her so, repeatedly. Zelda sold them to Princeton anyway and sent half the money to Scottie.

She worked steadily on her paintings, occupying her mind from grief, completing seventeen scenes by 1944. Some were romantic watercolour cityscapes, of New York and Paris. Of a time of youth and love. They were dreamlike and soft and Minnie was pleased. But then, she moved onto a Biblical Tableaux and the colours were glaring and vivid. Zelda interpreted the Ten Commandments, the miracles of Christ, his martyrdom and sacrifice. She made more paper dolls, historical ones this time and displayed them in Montgomery with her watercolours.

She tried her hand at painting and decorating bowls, trays and other objects and she was quite good. Good enough to sell them and this eked her out a small income. Scottie wanted her to focus on this and to stop painting the watercolours and biblical images. Scottie didn’t take them seriously, she didn’t see the point in them. But Zelda did and now, for the first time in her life, that was enough for her.

Zelda created a world for herself her in Montgomery. She never thought she could exist without Scott, be anything without Scott. But she discovered that she could, she could be a great many things. He was still with her, every day. She gave seminars about his writing to English Literature students at Huntington College and could almost hear his voice once again whispering in her ear as she read his words, her words. She lectured on religion too, her devotion to God still jarring to Scottie. But it gave her strength. It gave her a grounding.

She took ballet lessons from Amelia Harper Rosenberg and, under Biggs supervision, began to dabble in the New York Stock Exchange.

One evening, as she sat in Minnie’s parlour, reading a book, her mother said, “You’ve come so far, baby,” with tears in her eyes. Zelda smiled and nodded.

“Thank you, Mama.”

In 1943, Scottie married Jack Lanahan. He served in the navy as an assistant navigator in a time of war and he was a fine, steady man. Scottie did invite her to the wedding, but at the last minute. With her tight budget, it was impossible for Zelda to go. She sent her congratulations and buried her sorrow.

Her nerves continued to trouble her and at times, Zelda returned to Asheville to get them under control again. But she recognised the markers of her spirals now and she stayed on top of her sickness. She knew when she needed help and she asked for it. When she went back to Highland, she kept working, kept painting, kept writing. There was so much left she still wanted to do, wanted to say. Now, without anybody censoring her, she could.

In April 1946, Scottie gave birth to Thomas—Zelda was a grandmother. She whooped with joy and rushed to tell Marjorie when she got the news. She wrote to Ludlow Fowler, a letter she had already begun before the arrival. Remember all those moons ago, when Scottie was born and you sent champagne and delighted telegrams—now my baby has a baby.

In October, she visited Scottie and Jack and got to meet her grandson for the first time. He was perfectly gorgeous, pink and soft. Zelda nuzzled him and cuddled him and whispered to him all the fantastic things he would do and all the wonderful things he would see.

But 1947 was a desperate year.

It was one of death and loss, of fear, illness and paranoia. Max Perkins died and Zelda felt another part of her past disappear. John Dos Passos and his wife Kathy were involved in a crash with a truck; he lost an eye and she lost her life. Dorothy Parker and Don Ogden Stewart were blacklisted by the Un-American Activities Committee and Zelda felt herself slipping into a depression.

Scottie wanted her to return to Highland, but Zelda refused.

“Why?” Scottie asked in a letter. “You’ve been back before and it’s been fine. Just go for a while, get things settled again.” But Zelda couldn’t explain to her the fear that filled her whenever she thought of returning to Asheville. She couldn’t understand it herself, she only knew it was there. But eventually, as the weeks passed and her depression deepened, Scottie finally convinced Zelda to go.

Minnie, Marjorie and Livye gathered on the porch to say goodbye to her. She walked towards the waiting taxi, then suddenly stopped. She ran back to Minnie and threw her arms around her. “Mama, don’t worry, I’m not afraid to die.”

“Hush with that, nobody’s dying,” Minnie said, her arms tightening around her. Zelda didn’t know why she said it. She only knew that she needed to.

She underwent a three-month electroshock and insulin program, which made her gain weight, causing her deep distress. But she distracted her mind with her biblical paintings and searched for peace in God. On the 25 of January, her granddaughter Eleanor was born and the news lifted her spirits greater than any treatment they had offered her. The spring days helped brighten her mood and she began to plan a return to Montgomery, to the life she had made for herself.

On March 10th, she went to a hospital dance and for a brief time, remembered what it was like to feel young again—when she would dance in the halls of Montgomery, her daddy none the wiser. There were no smart soldiers and no flasks of hooch; but there was music and laughter and that was enough for her now. When she returned, her eyes were dancing and her spirits were high. “I’ll never be able to sleep tonight!” she laughed as Nurse Doris gave her sedatives. “It was so exhilarating to dance again!”

But soon enough, she did doze off, the music still playing in her ears, the linger of a smile still on her lips.

The fire started at 11:30 pm.

The firefighters told Minnie Sayre that Zelda would’ve died from smoke inhalation around 11:45 pm. Only Rosalind knew the truth; that all that remained of the world’s most famous flapper were some bones and teeth. The flapper who had set the world on fire, died in flames.





Epilogue

It was a perfect afternoon. They splashed about by the water’s edge and held each other as they lay on the warm grass, allowing the sun to warm their noses and cheeks.

Enclosed in Scott’s arms, Zelda allowed herself a heavy sigh and closed her eyes, feeling Scott’s heartbeat behind her. He dropped his head, nuzzling and kissing her neck.

“I’ll always love you like this, you know. With a full heart, feeling so lucky to call you mine,” he whispered to her.

Turning her head, Zelda drank him in; his deep pool eyes, his soft full lips, the face she had come to know and love. “I will always love you, I think,” she said simply.

“Well, if you do, we’ll live forever,” Scott replied, laughing before kissing her deeply.

They traded secrets and kisses until the sky began to darken and Zelda knew she must get home. Scott also had to go back to the barracks, pack up the last of his things.

He asked her not to go to the station in the morning, even though she offered.

“No, my darling,” he said, holding her head and shoulders across his chest, her miraculous eyes looking up at him. “If you do have to remember me, I want it to be like this, on this wonderful afternoon. Our stolen moments in the sun.”

Pushing herself up, she kissed him. With all the love she felt running through her body, with all the passion she could muster to her lips. As if it were the very last time she was kissing him. Zelda insisted on them parting at the creek, despite Scott offering to see her home.

“We’re going in completely opposite directions,” she said. “Besides, I want to remember you here, okay?” she asked.

“Anything for you,” Scott murmured into her hair as they held each other in a final embrace. More kisses, more touches. She didn’t want it to end. But she knew it must.
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