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Madeline G. Wilder

Winnsboro, SC 29180

December 02, 2016

Dear Mr. Fitzgerald,

Because of Gatsby, I know the value of a dream. Because of Gatsby, I know the value of
a dollar. Because of Gatsby, I know the value of “me”. Thank you for your novel, these

amazingly rich characters, and for the gift of realization.
I am one of five girls in my graduating class of sixteen in the rural town of Winnsboro

SC, population 3422. Like most small town southern girls, I have grown up believing in haints,
well-seasoned collards, good manners, and true love. When I was a big bow wearing, lucky

charms eating, elementary school kid, I sang the loudest and smiled the biggest in all my school
programs, believing that everyone up there was just as happy as I was. I managed to maneuver

through the battleground we call middle school, relatively unscathed, mainly because I was

oblivious. Today, as I tidy up the loose ends of my youth in these final months of high school I
realize I have changed. I am now more aware.
I read your novel, The Great Gatsby, during my sophomore year, which fell in those

“younger and more vulnerable years”. I was still quite impressionable and still quite naive. It was

your character, Nick Carraway, with whom I immediately felt a certain kinship. I remember my
parents giving me similar advice regarding my view and subsequent judgement of others.

According to Carraway, his father had told him, "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.” I have grown up on that very same philosophy. Like Nick, I have always accepted others
with those words rolling around in the back corners of my mind. Over the past couple of years, I,

like Nick, have lived most abundantly on the fringes of the action. I’ve been to the parties,
witnessed the chaos, the excess, the corruption of innocence, and the absolute satire of American

teenage life. I’ve listened to the secrets, been tolerant of the absurd, and grown accustomed to
indifference and the absence of loyalty. I’ve learned that not everyone is who they seem, that

money can buy absolution, and that in a school as small as mine, knowing with what and with
whom you are dealing is essential to survival in this microcosm.

Understanding that you wrote this in the 1920’s, a few decades prior to mine, I think you
might find it rather fascinating that we are still here- living in a society where the moral compass

is still pointing south. Like Nick, I’ve met my fair share of Daisy Buchanans. Thanks to you, I
saw them coming and made a purposeful and soulful detour around whatever disaster of which

they were in the midst. I’ve experienced a version of the boisterous and chauvinistic Tom
Buchanan through a brief courtship, of which I still feel lucky to have escaped. Oh and the

Jordan Bakers in my classes over the years, who have effortlessly gathered answers from the
smart kid’s tests, and covertly handed off homework to be recycled, are just too many to count.

Then there are the Jay Gatsbys, the ones who are “worth the whole damn bunch put together”-
now those are quite rare. [’ve met only one or two versions of this one. Undaunted, yet flawed,

he represents who many of us are on the inside. While he wore the most fashionable clothes,
drove around in the flashiest of cars, and hosted the best of parties, he was ultimately alone. His
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persona was far different from his character. To some readers he had it all, yet had nothing. To
me, he had nothing, but had it all.

Through my education, that thankfully includes remarkable novels like yours, I have
become more aware of the snares and traps of life, and the influence that others have on our
journey. However, [ still believe in good food, good manners, and true love. I also now know
that haints are indeed real. They come in the form of bad decisions that leave scars, we simply
live with them hanging around. I also know that the world is full of shysters, hypocrites, and
bullies. Thankfully though, I know that there is good out there as well. Maybe “good” is out
there walking around in a pink suit and wearing a charming grin. Maybe “good” is in line behind
me at Dollar General with some extra change for the woman behind her. Maybe “good” is in all
of us. I choose to spend my life gaging a person by their heart, though not unmindful of their
deeds. These days I prepare to leave my high school years behind me, armed with your Gatsby
lessons and seated among the many characters who could easily be found between the pages of
your novel. I will always remember fondly my time spent on Long Island between West Egg and
East Egg, and know that I’m better for that time. I believe we too, my class of 2017, will “beat
on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.”

With gratitude,

Madeline Grace Wilder
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Dear Mr. Weir,

From the time I was small, I yearned to go to space. But by the end of second grade, I
was convinced I couldn’t. Math and science were such mysteries to me, and my grades showed
my lack of understanding. I began to believe that those who did go up to space were geniuses,
and I was not one of them - I was convinced that I could no more go to space than I could hold
my breath for three hours. One of my other passions was English - I loved to read and write, and
so I knew that I could more realistically go into a career involving those skills. Until I was in
tenth grade, I hypothesized that I would be an English professor. However, my interest in space
was not completely gone; I read many science fiction novels and was fascinated by the amazing
potential of the unknown.

The summer of my sophomore year, | attended a camp called Shared Worlds at Wofford
College in Spartanburg, South Carolina. One day, they took us to a local bookstore, and as I
perused the aisles of books, I came upon The Martian. 1 remember retrieving it from the shelf
and opening it to the first page. When I opened it, I realized it was signed, though it didn’t mean
much to me at the time. After reading the first sentence and seeing an inappropriate word in it,
my head snapped up as if I had heard a gunshot. I quickly looked around the store and saw the
other students excitedly scanning the shelves for thrilling stories, as I had been. But this gunshot
was only in my head, and it was not because I was angry at you for using the word - in fact, it
was because at that very moment I realized that I would not just enjoy Mark Watney and his
story, but that your story would inspire me. I had read the sleeve of the book and I knew Mark
was intelligent before ever reading beyond the first page, and the fact that he had outright cussed
had proved something to me: astronauts and those who get them into space are not scary,
all-knowing beings. They can acknowledge the state of their situation (in Mark’s case, the state
is pretty negative), and could work together to improve that situation; they are human. I
understood Mark’s math, science, and humor - it was as if I was being told directly that I could
study, work hard, take everything one problem at a time as Mark had done with his food supply,
Pathfinder, and the rover - and understand. I didn’t need to be a genius, but I needed to be
intelligent and knowledgeable, and that I could accomplish. I realized that as Mark had
established communication with Earth and lost it, [ once had my hope and lost it; like Mark, too,
I eventually regained it. The prospect of working at NASA became less daunting and more
realistic.

Though I didn’t meet you to get the book signed, every time I read the book, your
signature means more to me. Writer to writer, your story inspired me. Because of The Martian, |
have studied the topic of spaceflight as well as physics even more than I had done previously,
and visited Johnson Space Center in Houston to see the Neutral Buoyancy Lab, Mission Control
Center, and a Saturn V rocket. I’m a senior in high school now, and I have recently applied to
colleges with the intended major of Physics and plan to go to graduate school for Astronomy and
Astrophysics. Your book has changed the direction of my life; I am allowing my curiosity to
drive me instead of fear. Thank you so much.

Savannah Hall
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Dylan Sampson

Hilton Head Christian Academy

‘/YL/‘7 Hilton Head, 29926

Dear Mr. Gipson,

I once had a beautiful old dog named Misha who was a lovely Pekinese. She was kind of like
Old Yeller in ways, but just a little bit smaller. She was yellow and she sure yelled alright,
everyone on our street knew that she yelled obnoxiously loud like it was one plus one. Until the
day came when she sadly passed, and | wept and mourned for days until fifth grade came. |
always kept an image of her in my brain and couldn’t get it out. It felt like day after day there
was a chain holding me back from getting to go outside and be social anytime, but instead |
would stay in my room almost all day and didn’t ever feel like eating. During that time span |
had gotten very thin. | was never really hungry at all, and | was so very sad and depressed
during that time period. She was anything and everything you could ask for in a dog. It was so
hard to lose my best friend. That image of her was stuck in my head until | read your book.

Your book made me think differently about Misha’s death. | always thought of it like it was a
glass half empty, but your book made me change my perspective and made it a glass half full. It
was so hard to lose her, but after | read your book | realized that that she would have only
suffered and hurt more from the horrid sickness that was constantly spreading throughout her
poor body. That day was dark and stormy like it was meant to happen that very night and it
sadly did. Little did | know it, but after her death there was also a horrid disease running
through my body, and that was loneliness. | never knew that there was an antidote for my
disease. | didn’t know that there was a cure that would instantly stop my disease from
spreading even more than it already has until | read your book. Your book saved my mind from
emotionally breaking down. If | hadn’t read your book then | wouldn’t know what to do with
myself.

Yours truly,

Dylan Sampson % /‘6&4*/\7 %OJW

Dylan Sampson



