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1440 words

15 minutes

No Turning Back

Suzanne Chazin
(Reader’s Digest, September, 1 999)

Jewel Kilcher was just 18, fresh out of high school and com-
pletely unsure of what to do with her life. She had moved from
Michigan to be with her divorced mother and was working at a
series of disappointing, low-paying jobs — waiting tables and
punching cash registers'. There was little time or money for ex-
ploring careers. In fact, she was barely scraping by”.

Things only worsened when a burning® began in the willowy
teenager’s back and traveled all the way down her groin®. Her long
blond hair was damp with fever on the day she mutely followed her
mother into a hospital emergency room.

It was the eighth medical facility’ mother and daughter visited
that hazy® spring afternoon in 1993. Three hospitals and four clin-
ics had already refused to treat the girl’s raging’ kidney infection®
because she was broke and lacked medical insurance.
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Finally they found a doctor who would attend to her, but it
was a physical and spiritual low point. In the weeks that followed,
Jewel poured out her anxieties to her mother, Nedra Carroll. What
should she do? She loved the arts — literature, drawing, dance,
music. But how could she possibly pursue any of these demanding
careers when just surviving was claiming so much of her energy?

Nedra, in tough financial s¢raits' herself, came up with a novel
solution: they’d give up their shared apartment and move into vans
near the beach. Without the pressure to meet their rent, Jewel could
focus on her life goal and make it happen.

After searching her soul, Jewel decided that singing and
songwriting meant the most to her. But Nedra probed further, ask-
ing why.

Jewel thought about her reasons. Money? She’d always had
so little; she’d even grown accustomed to living on what she could
carry in a knapsack®. Fame? She’d always felt like an outsider, so
that didn’t matter. The one thing that she really cared about was her
songs — inspiring people with her words and voice. ‘I want to
sing to remind people to live their dreams,” she told her mother.

Still, she couldn’t help feeling a flicker of fear. Friends were
skeptical of her plans, and their doubts were contagious®. What if
she failed at the one thing she wanted to do? Perhaps she should
look for a safer way to use her talent — singing on tour boats, for
instance, or teaching grade school’ music, like her dad in Alaska.

“‘Maybe I should have a fallback® plan,’ she suggested to her
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Nedra shook her head. ‘If you have a fallback plan, you will
fall back'. You are young. Be brave. Have faith in yourself.’

mother.

So the decision was made: the two would live like frontier
women on the beach with the sound of the Pacific surf rolling
in their ears. And Jewel would put her talents and ambitions to
the test.

It was not the first time either had such a spartan? life. Nedra
and Jewel’s father, Atz Kilcher, a social worker, were raised on the "
Alaskan frontier. Though the Kilchers moved often when Jewel
and her two brothers were small, she spent a good part of her most
formative years on her Swiss grandparents’ 650 acre homestead’,
225 miles southwest of Anchorage®.

The homestead was a place of rugged beauty, surrounded by
soaring tree-covered canyons and snowcapped mountains. But it
was also isolated and harsh, with only a coal stove for warmth.

There, learning to do tough, physically demanding work, Jewel
honed * a spirit of determination. In third grade, for instance, she
was diagnosed with dyslexia®, a disability that affected her reading
and coordination. Later that year she was rejected from an after-
school gymnastics program she desperately wanted to join, because
she couldn’t do somersaults’ and cartwheels®.

‘That doesn’t mean you can’t do gymnastics,” her mother told
her. ‘It just means you’ll have to work harder.’
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So Jewel began practicing three hours a night until she could
do the maneuvers' as well as the natural athletes in her grade. She
was accepted into the program.

Jewel showed the same determination singing. Watching her
folksinging parents perform, Jewel delighted in her father’s yodel-
ing® and wanted to learn how to do it herself. But her parents, fear-
ing it would strain her six-year-old vocal cords, were reluctant to
teach her. So she practiced relentlessly’ on her own until she could
do it with ease. :

She and her father became a singing duo*. Singing to the clink’
of shot glasses® and the chatter of bar crowds taught Jewel some-
thing she might never have learned any other way. One night, shortly
before one of their performances, she and her father got into an
argument. Already upset, Jewel broke into tears when her father
reminded her to leave her personal life behind when she went
onstage. What did it matter, she thought, since the audience con-
sisted of just a few grizzled’, drunken veterans®?

Then a man in the crowd scolded her.‘Stop looking so de-
pressed,” he called out. The words had a humbling effect. Jewel
suddenly understood that her job was to please the audience, not
herself. She stopped crying and finished the sef’ flawlessly. And
she determined never to take an audience for granted again.

Jewel’s life took another turn when a teacher from the
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Interlochen Arts Academy in Michigan heard her sing at a summer
music festival. Impressed by her voice, he encouraged her to apply
to the prestigious arts school. Jewel did, and won a voice scholar-
ship. Interlochen gave Jewel formal training in dance, writing and
theater and broadened her artistic horizons.

Growing up without running water turned out to be good prepa-
ration for living in a van beside the Pacific. Used to quick
scrubdowns' in Alaska’s subzero temperatures, Jewel was expert
at washing her hair efficiently in public bathrooms at Kmart and
Denny’s. She was comfortable with thrifi-shop? clothes and could
get by on little more than carrots and peanut butter while looking
for work. .

Eventually she found a regular spor® performing at a Pacific
Beach coffeehouse called the Inner Change. While there, she wrote
a song titled ‘Who Will Save Your Soul?’ about those who lead
lives of physical comfort but spiritual emptiness.

By the middle of 1993 Jewel was attracting overflowing crowds
to the coffeehouse and drawing the attention of record-industry tal-
ent scouts*. Then in December 1993 her shimmering® voice and
folk-style acoustic® songs landed’ her a recording contract with At-
lantic Records.

Jewel might have hoped that the worst of her struggles were
behind her. But yet another round was just beginning. When her
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first album, ‘Pieces of You’, was released in February 1995, it sold
fewer than 500 copies a week. Her sweetly innocent voice and up-
lifting' songs were met with derision by the often-cynical enter-
tainment industry.

Radio stations refused to play her. Music critics scoffed at her
lack of hipness®. She was derided for everything from her crooked
teeth to her constant encouragement that fans follow their dreams.
But Jewel stayed on the road, playing coffeehouses, signing CDs in
suburban stores and thanking everyone who came to her perfor-
mances.

Despite the carping® of critics, more and more people took
note of her talent and charisma®, and word spread about her rivet-
ing’ live performances. As her fan base grew by word of mouth, the
critics counted for less. By appealing directly to those who mat-
tered to her — those for whom she wrote the music — Jewel ig-
nited her career.

The decisive breakthrough came in mid-1996, when ‘Pieces
of You’ went gold more than a year after its release, selling 500,000
copies. With radio stations responding at last to her fans, the single®
‘Who Will Save Your Soul?’ climbed the charts until it was a top-
ten hit.

By the time her second CD, ‘Spirit’, was released in late 1998,
Jewel had an international following. “Spirit’ went on to sell three
million copies, and her admirers still couldn’t get enough. Soon
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Jewel will appear in her first movie, a Civil War drama called ‘Ride
With the Devil’. Film can only extend her reach as a star.

All of which is a stunning journey for a young woman who
was virtually homeless just six years ago. But Jewel Kilcher under-
stands how it happened. In fact, she relives' the conversation with
her mother that made all the difference.

‘If she’d encouraged me to have a fallback plan, I’d have made
one. I was scared. But being safe didn’t mean being happy.’ Nedra
understood this, and so eventually did Jewel. Happiness came in-
stead from following her passion — and realizing there could be
no turning back.

 Your Reading Time:

Comprehension Check:

1. What are the two incidents that show Jewel’s spirit of determi-
nation?

2. What does singing with her father at the bars teach her?

3. What kind of life was Jewel living before she got her first
recording contract?

4. How was her first CD received?

5. How did Jewel react to the criticism and derision?
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