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    Jane Bowles was in the back of my mind when I bought a three-week excursion ticket to Tangier during the summer of 1970. I had read the Collected Works of this “writer’s writer” and had fallen love with her stories and her characters, in whom I saw deep, previously unarticulated parts of myself. At 28, I was the lonely child she wrote about, desperately trying to control her life, in a story titled “A Stick of Green Candy.” I was the woman waiting in vain for her husband, the naive American in an unfamiliar culture. Like Jane Bowles’ characters, who made me laugh and cry, I felt stuck in every way. I was living alone in a small Greenwich Village walk-up after a devastating divorce from a composer whose star was on the rise. I had had entry-level jobs in publishing, but now, freelancing as an editor of mediocre paperback romance novels only increased my isolation and sadness.


    If I could ever become a writer—and I had always wanted to, though I didn’t know how, or even why—I would want to write like Jane Bowles. It was ridiculous, but I wanted to become Jane Bowles, whose photo I had studied on the dust jacket of her book, a lovely, sophisticated expatriate with a daring life. I felt I knew her, a young woman sitting outdoors against a background of foliage, her chin in her palm, pensively looking down. She was petite, as I was, and she wore a plaid blouse that could have hung in my closet. Her short dark curls spilled onto her forehead, like mine, but unlike me she wasn’t mired in inertia and failure. Gazing at her photo, I had a crazy thought: If by some strange quirk of fate I were to meet Jane Bowles, it might change everything. Maybe all my problems—especially my difficulty finishing anything I started to write—would disappear.


    And yet, as I packed my bathing suits and sandals, my jeans, my journal and, on a whim, a piece of good blue stationery for my trip to Morocco, I wasn’t really thinking of the writer I idolized. Or of her husband, Paul Bowles, though a friend had given me a copy of his book The Sheltering Sky to read on my trip. I was looking forward to some rest and rejuvenation, a mood-lifting 21-day vacation, to getting a tan, sleeping in, maybe dancing with a handsome stranger, but most importantly turning a page on my stalled, sad existence.
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    By the time I left for Morocco, both Jane and Paul Bowles were well-known bohemian expatriates and highly respected literary figures. I thought they were like Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, but more interesting, intellectual and unconventional. The Fitzgeralds had spent time in France and Italy, but the Bowleses had explored South America and Ceylon as well as Europe; they spoke fluent Arabic, French, and Spanish; they were openly bisexual; and they actually lived in exotic Tangier, settling there in the late 1940s, attracted by its cultural mystery and wildness. Tangier had been a wide-open international city then, notorious for its expatriate community of famous artists and homosexuals, rich émigrés, exiled nobility, Nazi collaborators, international drug dealers, and spies of all stripes.


    Jane Bowles, nee Auer, had begun to make a reputation with her novel Two Serious Ladies, published in 1943, when she was 26 years old. Later she received praise for the short stories she published in Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, and her play, In the Summer House, had been produced on Broadway. In the introduction to her Collected Works, Truman Capote described her personality as a combination of “playful-puppy candor and feline sophistication.” But the process of writing was difficult for her; Truman Capote had also called her “tortured.” She worked almost desperately to “go down deep,” to dig up and write profound truths.


    Things seemed to come more easily to the multitalented Paul, who was seven years older than Jane. He had found early success as a poet mentored by Gertrude Stein, as a composer of orchestral and incidental music for the theater, and as a translator. Then, in 1949, he published The Sheltering Sky, his critically acclaimed and best-selling classic novel that explored the existential despair of Americans traveling in the Sahara.


    Jane and Paul had met through a mutual friend at a party in Harlem in 1937, during the heyday of the Harlem Renaissance, a time of artistic flowering when people in that milieu freely smoked marijuana and were tolerant of each other’s sexuality. The couple grew close when Jane, with characteristic impulsivity, joined Paul and a group of his friends on a bus trip to Mexico. Not long after that, though Jane was only 20 years old, she and Paul began to joke about how funny it would be to horrify their parents by getting married. They soon decided it would be expedient to marry so they could travel together at a time when cohabiting in hotel rooms was taboo. Dismissive as they claimed to be about wedlock, they walked down the aisle only a year after meeting. No matter how they protested, there is no doubt in my mind that Jane and Paul married for love. They had so much fun speaking French, making up stories in which they each played many characters, teasing one another, using funny pet names, fantasizing about the places they would go, the things they would do, hanging out with friends.


    For the first year and a half they shared the same bed as man and wife. But as time went on, the marriage took its unique and complicated form. Both Jane and Paul found same-gender lovers. They saw each other every day, ate meals together, traveled together, told each other everything, and lived in close proximity, but they slept apart.
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