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Praise for Jane Bowles

‘Readers who’ve not yet read Jane Bowles are almost to be envied, like people who’ve still to read Austen or Mansfield or Woolf, and have all the delight, the literary satisfaction, the shock of classic originality, the revelation of such good writing, still to come’

Ali Smith

‘A modern legend … A very funny writer … with at [her] heart the subtlest comprehension of eccentricity and human apartness’

Truman Capote

‘One of the finest modern writers of fiction in any language’

John Ashberry

‘A thoroughly original mind – a mind at once profoundly witty, genuinely unusual in its apprehensions, and bracingly, humanely true’

Claire Messud
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Introduction

Jane Bowles, who was born Jane Auer in New York in 1917 and died in Málaga in 1973, didn’t publish much – one novel, one play, and one short story collection – but her small body of work is a brilliant and innovative one. 

The stories that make up Plain Pleasures, written between 1944 and 1951, typically juxtapose domineering and weak women, and are preoccupied with moments of psychological crisis. Conflict and mental disarray: such are the things short stories are often made of, but Bowles’s ability to convey a mind in flux is powerfully discomfiting – uniquely so, in fact. In part this is due to the feeling running throughout her stories that such a chaotic state is perhaps the defining feature of existence. Some argue that the alienation forced on her by her sexuality was partially responsible for this, but both her unconventional marriage (she and Paul were bisexual, with Paul preferring men and Jane women) and life in Tangiers afforded relative freedom in this regard.

A more interesting explanation was pointed to by Paul – always an astute judge of Jane’s work – in a 1971 interview with Oliver Evans, when he noted her ability ‘to see the drama that is really in front of one every minute – the drama that follows living’. This reading gets at the territorial similarity between her work and that of Katherine Mansfield and Jean Rhys. Her style, however, is closer to the reportorial terseness of Hemingway, albeit with the addition of a dry wit he entirely lacks.

But while she can be very funny, humour only really lies at the surface of Bowles’s work. Beneath, much darker currents wait to pull us in. Like the waterfall through whose roar Sadie, the doomed spinster in the story ‘Camp Cataract’, believes she can hear ‘someone pronounce her name in a dismal tone’, the feverish thoughts of Bowles’s characters forever plunge into yawning depths. Dislocation is typical, too: blank stares and non-sequiturs abound, from the moment where Señora Ramirez’s memory ‘seemed suddenly to have failed her’ during the seduction in ‘A Guatemalan Idyll’, to the bizarrely stuttering and ambiguously homoerotic conversation between an American and a Moroccan in ‘Everything Is Nice’.

According to Truman Capote, Bowles found writing ‘difficult to the point of true pain’. Paul Bowles agreed, noting that it ‘cost her blood to write … Sometimes it took her a week to write a page.’ Increasingly self-critical when it came to her work, she preferred turning her back on it in favour of conversation, alcohol and sex. In fact, her first impulse to write was born of her sociability: reading Céline’s Voyage au Bout de la Nuit on a transatlantic crossing when she was seventeen, she fell into conversation about literature with a Frenchman who transpired to be Céline himself. By the end of their talk she had resolved to become a writer. 

Although she proved to be temperamentally unsuited to the writing lifestyle, her difficulties were at least as much to do with her uncompromising devotion to originality. As Paul Bowles – who was inspired to shift his focus from music to prose after meeting Jane – wrote, it was her ‘insistence upon arriving at the “completely different” mode of expression which made it impossible for her to develop any idea at length without scrutinising it, analysing it, and thus killing it’. This self-sabotage was compounded in early middle age by a terrible series of strokes, the first of which she suffered in Morocco in 1957. After that she was incapable of producing anything worthwhile and began drinking so heavily that her lucid spells only occurred between periods of insanity and something resembling a vegetative state.

Joy Williams has noted that for Jane, writing ‘had to be difficult from the first paragraph in order for her to have respect for it’. After 1957, however, such things were beyond the reach of her crippled faculties. In a letter to the poet Ruth Fainlight, she wrote: 

I haven’t the energy to read since it’s always a bit difficult for me because of the hemynopia trouble resulting from the stroke which you know about and which, although it is a thousand times improved, slows down my reading so much that I fall asleep with the light on. I managed to stay awake for one week reading a book called Plain Girl, a book for children with large print.

In a letter sent to Paul in 1947 Bowles wrote, ‘I am serious but I am isolated and my experience is probably of no interest at this point to anyone.’ On the contrary, her work has never lacked passionate supporters, among them Capote, Tennessee Williams, Carson McCullers and John Ashbery. A wide readership, however, always eluded her. As Ashbery noted in the New York Times in 1967, ‘When a London publisher wanted to reprint [Two Serious Ladies] three years ago, even Mrs Bowles was unable to supply him with a copy.’ So it is an occasion for happiness, long after the end of Jane Bowles’s often unhappy life, that her remarkable work hasn’t disappeared altogether, and has found its way into your hands.

—CHRIS POWER,
London, June 2021


Plain Pleasures

Alva Perry was a dignified and reserved woman of Scotch and Spanish descent, in her early forties. She was still handsome, although her cheeks were too thin. Her eyes particularly were of an extraordinary clarity and beauty. She lived in her uncle’s house, which had been converted into apartments, or tene­ments, as they were still called in her section of the country. The house stood on the side of a steep, wooded hill overlook­ing the main highway. A long cement staircase climbed half­way up the hill and stopped some distance below the house. It had originally led to a power station, which had since been destroyed. Mrs Perry had lived alone in her tenement since the death of her husband eleven years ago; however, she found small things to do all day long and she had somehow remained as industrious in her solitude as a woman who lives in the serv­ice of her family.

John Drake, an equally reserved person, occupied the tenement below hers. He owned a truck and engaged in free-lance work for lumber companies, as well as in the collection and delivery of milk cans for a dairy.

Mr Drake and Mrs Perry had never exchanged more than the simplest greeting in all the years that they had lived here in the hillside house.

One night Mr Drake, who was standing in the hall, heard Mrs Perry’s heavy footsteps, which he had unconsciously learned to recognize. He looked up and saw her coming down­stairs. She was dressed in a brown overcoat that had belonged to her dead husband, and she was hugging a paper bag to her bosom. Mr Drake offered to help her with the bag and she faltered, undecided, on the landing.

“They are only potatoes,” she said to him, “but thank you very much. I am going to bake them out in the back yard. I have been meaning to for a long time.”

Mr Drake took the potatoes and walked with a stiff-jointed gait through the back door and down the hill to a short stretch of level land in back of the house which served as a yard. Here he put the paper bag on the ground. There was a big new incinerator smoking near the back stoop and in the center of the yard Mrs Perry’s uncle had built a roofed-in pigpen faced in vivid artificial brick. Mrs Perry followed.

She thanked Mr Drake and began to gather twigs, scuttling rapidly between the edge of the woods and the pigpen, near which she was laying her fire. Mr Drake, without any further conversation, helped her to gather the twigs, so that when the fire was laid, she quite naturally invited him to wait and share the potatoes with her. He accepted and they sat in front of the fire on an overturned box.

Mr Drake kept his face averted from the fire and turned in the direction of the woods, hoping in this way to conceal some­what his flaming-red cheeks from Mrs Perry. He was a very shy person and though his skin was naturally red all the time it turned to such deep crimson when he was in the presence of a strange woman that the change was distinctly noticeable. Mrs Perry wondered why he kept looking behind him, but she did not feel she knew him well enough to question him. She waited in vain for him to speak and then, realizing that he was not going to, she searched her own mind for something to say.

“Do you like plain ordinary pleasures?” she finally asked him gravely.

Mr Drake felt very much relieved that she had spoken and his color subsided. “You had better first give me a clearer no­tion of what you mean by ordinary pleasures, and then I’ll tell you how I feel about them,” he answered soberly, halting after every few words, for he was as conscientious as he was shy.

Mrs Perry hesitated. “Plain pleasures,” she began, “like the ones that come without crowds or fancy food.” She searched her brain for more examples. “Plain pleasures like this potato bake instead of dancing and whisky and bands … Like a picnic but not the kind with a thousand extra things that get thrown out in a ditch because they don’t get eaten up. I’ve seen grown people throw cakes away because they were too lazy to wrap them up and take them back home. Have you seen that go on?”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Mr Drake.

“They waste a lot,” she remarked.

“Well, I do like plain pleasures,” put in Mr Drake, anxious that she should not lose the thread of the conversation.

“Don’t you think that plain pleasures are closer to the heart of God?” she asked him.

He was a little embarrassed at her mentioning anything so solemn and so intimate on such short acquaintance, and he could not bring himself to answer her. Mrs Perry, who was ordinarily shut-mouthed, felt a stream of words swelling in her throat.

“My sister, Dorothy Alvarez,” she began without further in­troduction, “goes to all gala affairs downtown. She has invited me to go and raise the dickens with her, but I won’t go. She’s the merriest one in her group and separated from her husband. They take her all the places with them. She can eat dinner in a restaurant every night if she wants to. She’s crazy about fried fish and all kinds of things. I don’t pay much mind to what I eat unless it’s a potato bake like this. We each have only one single life which is our real life, starting at the cradle and ending at the grave. I warn Dorothy every time I see her that if she doesn’t watch out her life is going to be left aching and starving on the side of the road and she’s going to get to her grave without it. The farther a man follows the rainbow, the harder it is for him to get back to the life which he left starving like an old dog. Sometimes when a man gets older he has a revelation and wants awfully bad to get back to the place where he left his life, but he can’t get to that place – not often. It’s always better to stay alongside of your life. I told Dorothy that life was not a tree with a million different blossoms on it.” She reflected upon this for a moment in silence and then con­tinued. “She has a box that she puts pennies and nickels in when she thinks she’s running around too much and she uses the money in the box to buy candles with for church. But that’s all she’ll do for her spirit, which is not enough for a grown woman.”

Mr Drake’s face was strained because he was trying terribly hard to follow closely what she was saying, but he was so fear­ful lest she reveal some intimate secret of her sister’s and later regret it that his mind was almost completely closed to every­thing else. He was fully prepared to stop her if she went too far.

The potatoes were done and Mrs Perry offered him two of them.

“Have some potatoes?” she said to him. The wind was colder now than when they had first sat down, and it blew around the pigpen.

“How do you feel about these cold howling nights that we have? Do you mind them?” Mrs Perry asked.

“I surely do,” said John Drake.

She looked intently at his face. “He is as red as a cherry,” she said to herself.

“I might have preferred to live in a warm climate maybe,” Mr Drake was saying very slowly with a dreamy look in his eye, “if I happened to believe in a lot of unnecessary changing around. A lot of going forth and back, I mean.” He blushed because he was approaching a subject that was close to his heart.

“Yes, yes, yes,” said Mrs Perry. “A lot of switching around is no good.”

“When I was a younger man I had a chance to go way down south to Florida,” he continued. “I had an offer to join forces with an alligator-farm project, but there was no security in the alligators. It might not have been a successful farm; it was not the risk that I minded so much, because I have always yearned to see palm trees and coconuts and the like. But I also believed that a man has to have a pretty good reason for moving around. I think that is what finally stopped me from going down to Florida and raising alligators. It was not the money, because I was not raised to give money first place. It was just
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