The Great Gatsby, by F. Scott Fitzgerald. CHAPTERS 1 & 2

CHAPTER 1

In my younger and more vulnerable years my father gave me some
advice that I've been turning over in my mind ever since.

“Whenever you feel like criticizing any one,” he told me, “just
remember that all the people in this world haven’t had the
advantages that you've had.”

He didn't say any more, but we've always been unusually
communicative in a reserved way, and I understood that he meant
a great deal more than that. In consequence, I'm inclined to reserve
all judgments, a habit that has opened up many curious natures to
me and also made me the victim of not a few veteran bores. The
abnormal mind is quick to detect and attach itself to this quality
when it appears in a normal person, and so it came about that in
college I was unjustly accused of being a politician, because I was
privy to the secret griefs of wild, unknown men. Most of the
confidences were unsought — frequently I have feigned sleep,
preoccupation, or a hostile levity when I realized by some
unmistakable sign that an intimate revelation was quivering on the
horizon; for the intimate revelations of young men, or at least the
terms in which they express them, are usually plagiaristic and
marred by obvious suppressions. Reserving judgments is a matter
of infinite hope. I am still a little afraid of missing something if I
forget that, as my father snobbishly suggested, and I snobbishly
repeat, a sense of the fundamental decencies is parcelled out
unequally at birth.

And, after boasting this way of my tolerance, I come to the
admission that it has a limit. Conduct may be founded on the hard
rock or the wet marshes, but after a certain point I don’t care what
it’s founded on. When I came back from the East last autumn I felt
that I wanted the world to be in uniform and at a sort of moral
attention forever; I wanted no more riotous excursions with
privileged glimpses into the human heart. Only Gatsby, the man

who gives his name to this book, was exempt from my reaction —
Gatsby, who represented everything for which I have an unaffected
scorn. If personality is an unbroken series of successful gestures,
then there was something gorgeous about him, some heightened
sensitivity to the promises of life, as if he were related to one of
those intricate machines that register earthquakes ten thousand
miles away. This responsiveness had nothing to do with that flabby
impressionability which is dignified under the name of the
“creative temperament.”— it was an extraordinary gift for hope, a
romantic readiness such as I have never found in any other person
and which it is not likely I shall ever find again. No — Gatsby
turned out all right at the end; it is what preyed on Gatsby, what
foul dust floated in the wake of his dreams that temporarily closed
out my interest in the abortive sorrows and short-winded elations
of men.

[Nick tells us about his well-to-do family from the Midwest. He
had an ancestor who sent a substitute to the Civil War while he
stayed home and started a business, the business Nick’s father still
runs. Nick moved to NYC and found a place to rent in West Egg.]

It was a matter of chance that I should have rented a house in one
of the strangest communities in North America. It was on that
slender riotous island which extends itself due east of New York —
and where there are, among other natural curiosities, two unusual
formations of land. Twenty miles from the city a pair of enormous
eggs, identical in contour and separated only by a courtesy bay, jut
out into the most domesticated body of salt water in the Western
hemisphere, the great wet barnyard of Long Island Sound. they are
not perfect ovals — like the egg in the Columbus story, they are
both crushed flat at the contact end — but their physical
resemblance must be a source of perpetual confusion to the gulls



that fly overhead. to the wingless a more arresting phenomenon is
their dissimilarity in every particular except shape and size.

I lived at West Egg, the — well, the less fashionable of the two,
though this is a most superficial tag to express the bizarre and not a
little sinister contrast between them. my house was at the very tip
of the egg, only fifty yards from the Sound, and squeezed between
two huge places that rented for twelve or fifteen thousand a season.
the one on my right was a colossal affair by any standard — it was a
factual imitation of some Hotel de Ville in Normandy, with a tower
on one side, spanking new under a thin beard of raw ivy, and a
marble swimming pool, and more than forty acres of lawn and
garden. it was Gatsby’s mansion. Or, rather, as I didn’t know Mr.
Gatsby, it was a mansion inhabited by a gentleman of that name.
My own house was an eyesore, but it was a small eyesore, and it
had been overlooked, so I had a view of the water, a partial view of
my neighbor’s lawn, and the consoling proximity of millionaires —
all for eighty dollars a month.

Across the courtesy bay the white palaces of fashionable East Egg
glittered along the water, and the history of the summer really
begins on the evening I drove over there to have dinner with the
Tom Buchanans. Daisy was my second cousin once removed, and
I'd known Tom in college. And just after the war I spent two days
with them in Chicago.

Her husband, among various physical accomplishments, had been
one of the most powerful ends that ever played football at New
Haven — a national figure in a way, one of those men who reach
such an acute limited excellence at twenty-one that everything
afterward savors of anti-climax. His family were enormously
wealthy — even in college his freedom with money was a matter for
reproach — but now he’d left Chicago and come East in a fashion
that rather took your breath away: for instance, he’d brought down
a string of polo ponies from Lake Forest. it was hard to realize that
a man in my own generation was wealthy enough to do that.

[Nick tells us that Tom and Daisy just moved to NYC after living
for a year in France. He goes to visit them in East Egg]

He had changed since his New Haven years. Now he was a sturdy
straw-haired man of thirty with a rather hard mouth and a
supercilious manner. Two shining arrogant eyes had established
dominance over his face and gave him the appearance of always
leaning aggressively forward. Not even the effeminate swank of his
riding clothes could hide the enormous power of that body — he
seemed to fill those glistening boots until he strained the top
lacing, and you could see a great pack of muscle shifting when his
shoulder moved under his thin coat. It was a body capable of
enormous leverage — a cruel body.

His speaking voice, a gruff husky tenor, added to the impression of
fractiousness he conveyed. There was a touch of paternal contempt
in it, even toward people he liked — and there were men at New
Haven who had hated his guts.

“Now, don’t think my opinion on these matters is final,” he seemed
to say, “just because I'm stronger and more of a man than you are.”
[Tom tells Nick about his house/land. They enter a white room,
everything’s white, and find Daisy and Jordan Baker on the
couch.]

Tom Buchanan, who had been hovering restlessly about the room,
stopped and rested his hand on my shoulder.

“What you doing, Nick?”

“I'm a bond man.”

“Who with?”

I told him.

“Never heard of them,” he remarked decisively.

This annoyed me.



“You will,” I answered shortly. “You will if you stay in the East.”

“Oh, TI'll stay in the East, don’t you worry,” he said, glancing at
Daisy and then back at me, as if he were alert for something more.
“I'd be a God damned fool to live anywhere else.”

At this point Miss Baker said: “Absolutely!” with such suddenness
that I started — it was the first word she uttered since I came into
the room. Evidently it surprised her as much as it did me, for she
yawned and with a series of rapid, deft movements stood up into
the room.

“I'm stiff,” she complained, “I've been lying on that sofa for as long
as I can remember.”

“Don’t look at me,” Daisy retorted, “I've been trying to get you to
New York all afternoon.”

“No, thanks,” said Miss Baker to the four cocktails just in from the
pantry, “I'm absolutely in training.”

Her host looked at her incredulously.

“You are!” He took down his drink as if it were a drop in the bottom
of a glass. “How you ever get anything done is beyond me.”

I looked at Miss Baker, wondering what it was she “got done.” I
enjoyed looking at her. She was a slender, small-breasted girl, with
an erect carriage, which she accentuated by throwing her body
backward at the shoulders like a young cadet. Her gray sun-
strained eyes looked back at me with polite reciprocal curiosity out
of a wan, charming, discontented face. It occurred to me now that I
had seen her, or a picture of her, somewhere before.

“You live in West Egg,” she remarked contemptuously. “I know
somebody there.”

9

“I don’t know a single ——’

“You must know Gatsby.”

“Gatsby?” demanded Daisy. “What Gatsby?”

Before I could reply that he was my neighbor dinner was
announced; wedging his tense arm imperatively under mine, Tom
Buchanan compelled me from the room as though he were moving
a checker to another square.

ou make me feel unciviliiéti, Daisy,” 1 confessed on my second
glass of corky but rather impressive claret. “Can’t you talk about
crops or something?”

I meant nothing in particular by this remark, but it was taken up in
an unexpected way.

“Civilization’s going to pieces,” broke out Tom violently. “I've
gotten to be a terrible pessimist about things. Have you read ‘The
Rise of the Colored Empires’ by this man Goddard?”

“Why, no,” I answered, rather surprised by his tone.

“Well, it’s a fine book, and everybody ought to read it. The idea is if
we don’t look out the white race will be — will be utterly
submerged. It’s all scientific stuff; it’s been proved.”

“Tom’s getting very profound,” said Daisy, with an expression of
unthoughtful sadness. “He reads deep books with long words in
them. What was that word we ——”

“Well, these books are all scientific,” insisted Tom, glancing at her
impatiently. “This fellow has worked out the whole thing. It’s up to
us, who are the dominant race, to watch out or these other races
will have control of things.”

“We've got to beat them down,” whispered Daisy, winking
ferociously toward the fervent sun.

“You ought to live in California —” began Miss Baker, but Tom
interrupted her by shifting heavily in his chair.



“This idea is that we’re Nordics. I am, and you are, and you are,
and ——" After an infinitesimal hesitation he included Daisy with a
slight nod, and she winked at me again. “— And we’ve produced all
the things that go to make civilization — oh, science and art, and all
that. Do you see?”

There was something pathetic in his concentration, as if his
complacency, more acute than of old, was not enough to him any
more. When, almost immediately, the telephone rang inside and
the butler left the porch ...

The butler came back and murmured something close to Tom’s ear,
whereupon Tom frowned, pushed back his chair, and without a
word went inside. As if his absence quickened something within
her, Daisy leaned forward again, her voice glowing and singing.

“I love to see you at my table, Nick. You remind me of a — of a rose,
an absolute rose. Doesn’t he?” She turned to Miss Baker for
confirmation: “An absolute rose?”

This was untrue. I am not even faintly like a rose. She was only
extemporizing, but a stirring warmth flowed from her, as if her
heart was trying to come out to you concealed in one of those
breathless, thrilling words. Then suddenly she threw her napkin on
the table and excused herself and went into the house.

Miss Baker and I exchanged a short glance consciously devoid of
meaning. I was about to speak when she sat up alertly and said
“Sh!” in a warning voice. A subdued impassioned murmur was
audible in the room beyond, and Miss Baker leaned forward
unashamed, trying to hear. The murmur trembled on the verge of
coherence, sank down, mounted excitedly, and then ceased
altogether.

“This Mr. Gatsby you spoke of is my neighbor ——” I said.
“Don’t talk. I want to hear what happens.”

“Is something happening?” I inquired innocently.

“You mean to say you don’t know?” said Miss Baker, honestly
surprised. “I thought everybody knew.”

“Idon’t.”

“Why ——" she said hesitantly, “Tom’s got some woman in New
York.”

“Got some woman?” I repeated blankly.
Miss Baker nodded.

“She might have the decency not to telephone him at dinner time.
Don’t you think?”

Almost before I had grasped her meaning there was the flutter of a
dress and the crunch of leather boots, and Tom and Daisy were
back at the table.

Daisy took her face in her hands as if feeling its lovely shape, and
her eyes moved gradually out into the velvet dusk. I saw that
turbulent emotions possessed her, so I asked what I thought would
be some sedative questions about her little girl.

“We don’t know each other very well, Nick,” she said suddenly.
“Even if we are cousins. You didn’t come to my wedding.”

“I wasn’t back from the war.”

“That’s true.” She hesitated. “Well, I've had a very bad time, Nick,
and I'm pretty cynical about everything.”

Evidently she had reason to be. I waited but she didn’t say any
more, and after a moment I returned rather feebly to the subject of
her daughter.

“I suppose she talks, and — eats, and everything.”



“Oh, yes.” She looked at me absently. “Listen, Nick; let me tell you
what I said when she was born. Would you like to hear?”

“Very much.”

“It’'ll show you how I've gotten to feel about — things. Well, she was
less than an hour old and Tom was God knows where. I woke up
out of the ether with an utterly abandoned feeling, and asked the
nurse right away if it was a boy or a girl. She told me it was a girl,
and so I turned my head away and wept. ‘all right,’ I said, ‘T’'m glad
it’s a girl. And I hope she’ll be a fool — that’s the best thing a girl
can be in this world, a beautiful little fool.”

“You see I think everything’s terrible anyhow,” she went on in a
convinced way. “Everybody thinks so — the most advanced people.
And I know. I've been everywhere and seen everything and done
everything.” Her eyes flashed around her in a defiant way, rather
like Tom’s, and she laughed with thrilling scorn. “Sophisticated —
God, I'm sophisticated!”

The instant her voice broke off, ceasing to compel my attention, my
belief, I felt the basic insincerity of what she had said. It made me
uneasy, as though the whole evening had been a trick of some sort
to exact a contributory emotion from me. I waited, and sure
enough, in a moment she looked at me with an absolute smirk on
her lovely face, as if she had asserted her membership in a rather
distinguished secret society to which she and Tom belonged.

Already it was deep summer on roadhouse roofs and in front of
wayside garages, where new red gas-pumps sat out in pools of
light, and when I reached my estate at West Egg I ran the car under
its shed and sat for a while on an abandoned grass roller in the
yard. The wind had blown off, leaving a loud, bright night, with
wings beating in the trees and a persistent organ sound as the full
bellows of the earth blew the frogs full of life. The silhouette of a
moving cat wavered across the moonlight, and turning my head to
watch it, I saw that I was not alone — fifty feet away a figure had
emerged from the shadow of my neighbor’s mansion and was
standing with his hands in his pockets regarding the silver pepper
of the stars. Something in his leisurely movements and the secure
position of his feet upon the lawn suggested that it was Mr. Gatsby
himself, come out to determine what share was his of our local
heavens.

I decided to call to him. Miss Baker had mentioned him at dinner,
and that would do for an introduction. But I didn’t call to him, for
he gave a sudden intimation that he was content to be alone — he
stretched out his arms toward the dark water in a curious way, and,
far as I was from him, I could have sworn he was trembling.
Involuntarily I glanced seaward — and distinguished nothing
except a single green light, minute and far away, that might have
been the end of a dock. When I looked once more for Gatsby he had
vanished, and I was alone again in the unquiet darkness.



CHAPTER 2

About half way between West Egg and New York the motor road
hastily joins the railroad and runs beside it for a quarter of a mile,
so as to shrink away from a certain desolate area of land. This is a
valley of ashes — a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into
ridges and hills and grotesque gardens; where ashes take the forms
of houses and chimneys and rising smoke and, finally, with a
transcendent effort, of men who move dimly and already
crumbling through the powdery air. Occasionally a line of gray cars
crawls along an invisible track, gives out a ghastly creak, and comes
to rest, and immediately the ash-gray men swarm up with leaden
spades and stir up an impenetrable cloud, which screens their
obscure operations from your sight. But above the gray land and
the spasms of bleak dust which drift endlessly over it, you perceive,
after a moment, the eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg. The eyes of
Doctor T. J. Eckleburg are blue and gigantic — their irises are one
yard high. They look out of no face, but, instead, from a pair of
enormous yellow spectacles which pass over a nonexistent nose.
Evidently some wild wag of an oculist set them there to fatten his
practice in the borough of Queens, and then sank down himself
into eternal blindness, or forgot them and moved away. But his
eyes, dimmed a little by many paintless days, under sun and rain,
brood on over the solemn dumping ground.

The valley of ashes is bounded on one side by a small foul river,
and, when the drawbridge is up to let barges through, the
passengers on waiting trains can stare at the dismal scene for as
long as half an hour. There is always a halt there of at least a
minute, and it was because of this that I first met Tom Buchanan’s
mistress.

The fact that he had one was insisted upon wherever he was
known. His acquaintances resented the fact that he turned up in
popular restaurants with her and, leaving her at a table, sauntered
about, chatting with whomsoever he knew. Though I was curious to
see her, I had no desire to meet her — but I did. I went up to New
York with Tom on the train one afternoon, and when we stopped by

the ashheaps he jumped to his feet and, taking hold of my elbow,
literally forced me from the car.

“We're getting off,” he insisted. “I want you to meet my girl.”

I think he’d tanked up a good deal at luncheon, and his
determination to have my company bordered on violence. The
supercilious assumption was that on Sunday afternoon I had
nothing better to do.

I followed him over a low whitewashed railroad fence, and we
walked back a hundred yards along the road under Doctor
Eckleburg’s persistent stare. The only building in sight was a small
block of yellow brick sitting on the edge of the waste land, a sort of
compact Main Street ministering to it, and contiguous to absolutely
nothing. One of the three shops it contained was for rent and
another was an all-night restaurant, approached by a trail of ashes;
the third was a garage— Repairs. George B. Wilson. Cars bought
and sold. — and I followed Tom inside.

The interior was unprosperous and bare; the only car visible was
the dust-covered wreck of a Ford which crouched in a dim corner.
It had occurred to me that this shadow of a garage must be a blind,
and that sumptuous and romantic apartments were concealed
overhead, when the proprietor himself appeared in the door of an
office, wiping his hands on a piece of waste. He was a blond,
spiritless man, anaemic, and faintly handsome. When he saw us a
damp gleam of hope sprang into his light blue eyes.

“Hello, Wilson, old man,” said Tom, slapping him jovially on the
shoulder. “How’s business?”

“I can’t complain,” answered Wilson unconvincingly. “When are
you going to sell me that car?”

“Next week; I've got my man working on it now.”



“Works pretty slow, don’t he?”

“No, he doesn’t,” said Tom coldly. “And if you feel that way about
it, maybe I’d better sell it somewhere else after all.”

“I don’t mean that,” explained Wilson quickly. “I just meant ——”

His voice faded off and Tom glanced impatiently around the
garage. Then I heard footsteps on a stairs, and in a moment the
thickish figure of a woman blocked out the light from the office
door. She was in the middle thirties, and faintly stout, but she
carried her surplus flesh sensuously as some women can. Her face,
above a spotted dress of dark blue crepe-de-chine, contained no
facet or gleam of beauty, but there was an immediately perceptible
vitality about her as if the nerves of her body were continually
smouldering. She smiled slowly and, walking through her husband
as if he were a ghost, shook hands with Tom, looking him flush in
the eye. Then she wet her lips, and without turning around spoke to
her husband in a soft, coarse voice:

“Get some chairs, why don’t you, so somebody can sit down.”

“Oh, sure,” agreed Wilson hurriedly, and went toward the little
office, mingling immediately with the cement color of the walls. A
white ashen dust veiled his dark suit and his pale hair as it veiled
everything in the vicinity — except his wife, who moved close to
Tom.

“I want to see you,” said Tom intently. “Get on the next train.”
“All right.”
“I'll meet you by the news-stand on the lower level.” She nodded

and moved away from him just as George Wilson emerged with two
chairs from his office door.

We waited for her down the road and out of sight. It was a few days
before the Fourth of July, and a gray, scrawny Italian child was
setting torpedoes in a row along the railroad track.

“Terrible place, isn’t it,” said Tom, exchanging a frown with Doctor
Eckleburg.

“Awful.”7

“It does her good to get away.”
“Doesn’t her husband object?”

“Wilson? He thinks she goes to see her sister in New York. He’s so
dumb he doesn’t know he’s alive.”

So Tom Buchanan and his girl and I went up together to New York
— or not quite together, for Mrs. Wilson sat discreetly in another
car. Tom deferred that much to the sensibilities of those East
Eggers who might be on the train.

She had changed her dress to a brown figured muslin, which
stretched tight over her rather wide hips as Tom helped her to the
platform in New York. At the news-stand she bought a copy of
Town Tattle and a moving-picture magazine, and in the station
drug-store some cold cream and a small flask of perfume. Up-
stairs, in the solemn echoing drive she let four taxicabs drive away
before she selected a new one, lavender-colored with gray
upholstery, and in this we slid out from the mass of the station into
the glowing sunshine.

I have been drunk just twice in my life, and the second time was
that afternoon; so everything that happened has a dim, hazy cast



over it, although until after eight o’clock the apartment was full of
cheerful sun. Sitting on Tom’s lap Mrs. Wilson called up several
people on the telephone; then there were no cigarettes, and I went
out to buy some at the drugstore on the corner. When I came back
they had disappeared, so I sat down discreetly in the living-room
and read a chapter of Simon Called Peter — either it was terrible
stuff or the whiskey distorted things, because it didn’t make any
sense to me.

Just as Tom and Myrtle (after the first drink Mrs. Wilson and I
called each other by our first names) reappeared, company
commenced to arrive at the apartment-door.

The sister, Catherine, was a slender, worldly girl of about thirty,
with a solid, sticky bob of red hair, and a complexion powdered
milky white. Her eye-brows had been plucked and then drawn on
again at a more rakish angle, but the efforts of nature toward the
restoration of the old alignment gave a blurred air to her face.
When she moved about there was an incessant clicking as
innumerable pottery bracelets jingled up and down upon her arms.
She came in with such a proprietary haste, and looked around so
possessively at the furniture that I wondered if she lived here. But
when I asked her she laughed immoderately, repeated my question
aloud, and told me she lived with a girl friend at a hotel.

The sister Catherine sat down beside me on the couch.
“Do you live down on Long Island, too?” she inquired.
“I live at West Egg.”

“Really? I was down there at a party about a month ago. At a man
named Gatsby’s. Do you know him?”

“I live next door to him.”

“Well, they say he’s a nephew or a cousin of Kaiser Wilhelm’s.
That’s where all his money comes from.”

“Really?”
She nodded.

“I'm scared of him. I’d hate to have him get anything on me.”

Catherine leaned close to me and whispered in my ear: “Neither of
them [Tom & Myrtle] can stand the person they’re married to.”

“Can’t they?”

“Can’t stand them.” She looked at Myrtle and then at Tom. “What I
say is, why go on living with them if they can’t stand them? If I was
them I'd get a divorce and get married to each other right away.”

“Doesn’t she like Wilson either?”

The answer to this was unexpected. It came from Myrtle, who had
overheard the question, and it was violent and obscene.

“You see,” cried Catherine triumphantly. She lowered her voice
again. “It’s really his wife that’s keeping them apart. She’s a
Catholic, and they don’t believe in divorce.”

Daisy was not a Catholic, and I was a little shocked at the
elaborateness of the lie.

“When they do get married,” continued Catherine, “they’re going
West to live for a while until it blows over.”

“It’d be more discreet to go to Europe.”

[Muyrtle, Catherine, and another woman, Mrs. McKee, are
talking about marriage. Mrs. McKee says she almost married
someone but didn’t because he was “below” her.]



““Why did you [marry], Myrtle?” demanded Catherine. “Nobody
forced you to.”

Myrtle considered.

“I married him because I thought he was a gentleman,” she said
finally. “I thought he knew something about breeding, but he
wasn’t fit to lick my shoe.”

“You were crazy about him for a while,” said Catherine.

“Crazy about him!” cried Myrtle incredulously. “Who said I was
crazy about him? I never was any more crazy about him than I was
about that man there.”

She pointed suddenly at me, and every one looked at me
accusingly. I tried to show by my expression that I had played no
part in her past.

“The only crazy I was was when I married him. I knew right away I
made a mistake. He borrowed somebody’s best suit to get married
in, and never even told me about it, and the man came after it one
day when he was out. ‘oh, is that your suit?’ I said. ‘this is the first I
ever heard about it.” But I gave it to him and then I lay down and
cried to beat the band all afternoon.”

“She really ought to get away from him,” resumed Catherine to me.
“They’ve been living over that garage for eleven years. And Tom’s
the first sweetie she ever had.”

The bottle of whiskey — a second one — was now in constant
demand by all present, excepting Catherine, who “felt just as good
on nothing at all.”

The little dog was sitting on the table looking with blind eyes
through the smoke, and from time to time groaning faintly. People
disappeared, reappeared, made plans to go somewhere, and then
lost each other, searched for each other, found each other a few feet
away. Some time toward midnight Tom Buchanan and Mrs. Wilson
stood face to face discussing, in impassioned voices, whether Mrs.
Wilson had any right to mention Daisy’s name.

“Daisy! Daisy! Daisy!” shouted Mrs. Wilson. “I'll say it whenever I
want to! Daisy! Dai —”

Making a short deft movement, Tom Buchanan broke her nose
with his open hand.

Then there were bloody towels upon the bath-room floor, and
women’s voices scolding, and high over the confusion a long
broken wail of pain. Mr. McKee awoke from his doze and started in
a daze toward the door. When he had gone half way he turned
around and stared at the scene — his wife and Catherine scolding
and consoling as they stumbled here and there among the crowded
furniture with articles of aid, and the despairing figure on the
couch, bleeding fluently, and trying to spread a copy of Town
Tattle over the tapestry scenes of Versailles. Then Mr. McKee
turned and continued on out the door. Taking my hat from the
chandelier, I followed.




