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    Thanks for downloading a Shebook.


    To find out more about other great short ebooks by and for women,


    click here, or visit us online at shebooks.net.


    Enjoy your read!

  


  
    Praise for Marianne Rogoff


    



    “I loved reading these seven stories and spending time with Jewel. A curious, bold, sensual, and tender young woman, she pursues her adventures in Maui, Mexico, Marin, Lisbon, and Barcelona with light, sure steps.”


    



      – Molly Giles, Author of The Spokane Prize story collection All the Wrong Places and The Flannery O’Connor Award for Short Fiction collection Rough


    



    



    “This is one beautiful book. I loved and devoured it—like candy, like medicine. Rogoff had me by the throat and the heart from first page to last. These extraordinary stories will stay with me for a very long time. What a gorgeous, devastating, liberating collection. Just perfect.”


    



     – Lavinia Spalding, Author of Writing Away and Editor of The Best Women’s Travel Writing


     


    



    “Marianne’s compelling yet simply told stories gently take our hand and lead us through moments of tragedy and daily triumph that could easily be our own as parents, as travelers, and as friends, and ultimately reveal the indelible strength of character and vulnerability that make us all human beings.”


    



      – Kimberley Lovato, Travel Journalist and Author of Walnut Wine & Truffle Groves


    



    



    “Rogoff’s writing is rife with an emotional acuity that is riveting; carved out of a fierce knowing of what it is to navigate – and survive – life on life’s terms. Deliciously poignant, the stories collected here are both raw and sophisticated, masterfully woven to reveal how one forges ahead with resilience and grace while on the precipice of a vast chasm of grief. An astounding, beautiful work.”


    



     – Bridget Crocker, Outdoor Travel Writer/Blogger: adventuresoflittlemama.com


     

  


  
    Dedication


    To my son 


    



    



    



    



    You have brains in your head.



    You have feet in your shoes.


    You can steer yourself in any direction you choose.


    You’re on your own, and you know what you know.


    And you are the one who’ll decide where to go.


    


    – Dr. Seuss

  


  
    Introduction


    This linked collection is part truth, part fiction. I personally did not walk on fire or find a body on a beach but a co-worker I knew did both, and as I wrote her story it felt like my own; I began to identify with the woman walking, with Jewel’s desire to confront her fears then to let them go, “into the fire.”


    Jewel is an alter ego, “a second self, a trusted friend, the opposite side of a personality.” Travel offers a chance to try on new versions of yourself that you put on when you arrive and leave behind as you depart. Coming home, you reassess who you thought you were before you left and who you really are, or want to be. But this kind of internal shift can erupt anywhere, even at home, as you explore foreign emotions, or recognize what is extraordinary and always mysterious about everyday life wherever you are.


    Here, Jewel navigates the stage of life between 25 and 45, from the day she finds a body on a wild California beach to crossroads encounters with mystics, lovers, beggars, surgeons, and sailors on the shores of Maui and streets of San Miguel de Allende, Lisbon, Larkspur, Mill Valley, and Barcelona. Falling in love, whether with the one she marries, her newborn babies, total strangers, or the places she goes, calls forth conflicting sensations: ease/excitement, pleasure/danger, attachment/release.


    One eye sees and the other is blind as Jewel learns to love and grieve by staying in motion, finding and losing her way in the crowds and landscapes, heart cracked open.

  


  
    Firewalking


     


    The air is unseasonably hot for this stretch of northern California beach in June, where everyone expects the fog in summer to keep it cool. Then only the tourists are caught off-guard in their short shorts while the locals always carry sweaters in anticipation of the chill. This morning I am out walking RCA beach early and there is no fog; the view is clear for miles. The sun is up and I’m already sweating which is why I walk fast: I like to sweat. My body is tall and strong as I pick my way over rocks around bends where the tide, when it is in, consumes the beach, leaving no passage. For now the tide is low and leaves pools with pink edges and starfish, swaying circular fingers holding on tight that are like flowers and animals at the same time. There are tiny crabs, and kelp.


    RCA is a wild, empty beach because it is so hard to reach. But I had walked easily across the meadow, then shimmied the steep rocky trail down to this place that mostly only townies know how to get to, and usually only surfers bother to hike the difficult path. Seven am, no surfers, one figure carrying a fishing pole walking toward me. I’m not even thirty (I’m young!) but there are times when I feel every step I’ve ever taken down rocky paths in the bones of my knees. This morning I don’t. I squeeze my flesh and think I should go on a diet, then assure myself this body cushions me as I move along the craggy beach, confident about my feet and knees, how strong I feel and take deep breaths and stop to examine a seashell that looks like a small breast, the way it curls to a center with a shining tip, the way it is round and so extravagant looking there in the sand.


    The fisherman stops in front of me.


    “There’s a body over there,” he says, and I look into his white bucket in which three silver sea bass float, eyes wide, not seeing. The man explains where the body is; he is on his way to call someone. He’s wearing hip waders, shuffling awkwardly with his gear, and does not say much except how surprised he was when as he was fishing he saw it from the water. He expected another dead seal or sea otter, he says, because of the size of the mound. But as he waded in he noticed this glinting off the surface of the water, then saw that the shining came from a ring on a woman’s hand.


    “It’s not a pretty sight,” he says as he walks away. “You might want to turn around right here.”


    I have walked on fire. I have no fear.


    I keep going forward, in the same direction.


    #


    Five years earlier I went along as the photographer for my reporter boyfriend Lee when he was researching his Pacific Sun article on firewalkers. I was 25, maybe 24, and we were happy, in love, oblivious, laughing at the whole idea on the way over in the car.


    “Any mother would tell her child not to walk barefoot over hot coals,” Lee said, and I agreed, walking on fire sounded like a crazy thing to do.


    We sat there smug as the group gathered into a circle and we were told to introduce ourselves.


    “I’m Jewel,” I began….


    “Without words,” the leader ordered. I had to think about how to do that, and then I smiled and shrugged.


    As the sun dropped behind Mount Tamalpais I listened and watched the others, and found I had to take my camera away from my face because Simone was not one of those silly New Age California types you hear so much about. We had joined a group of seekers not so different from us: reticent, easygoing men and women we liked on instinct. In the glow of everything Lee and I basked in our passionate love, arrogant, certain of our glorious future.


    We all sat cross-legged in the dark around a blazing fire of hardwood and embers and Simone instructed us to write down our fears.


    “The first part is to name your fear.”


    Loving Lee, losing Lee.


    “Next is to banish it.”


    Simone told us to crumple the lists into tight balls and throw them in the fire.


    I kept looking at my list – loving Lee, losing Lee – afraid to admit either possibility, then I watched the fears of the others shrivel into smoke, so I freely let mine go, too, up in flames.


    Now, Simone raked the fire out from its neat round heap into a long bed of red coals, about ten feet from end to end.


    “It’s five quick steps,” she said.


    One. Two. Three. Four. Five.


    “You have all that fear and you feel the heat for less than ten seconds. The fear is taking up more of your time than the thing you fear.”


    #


    My toes tighten inside my sneakers on the beach as the waves roll toward me. The sun has risen fully now over the steep cliff where sand and stones are ever-eroding, slipping down the hillside in a constant musical cadence much like the rhythm of the ocean that swallows the beach and reaches the cliff at high tide, twice a day.


    Dead body? Here? On this beautiful beach?


    #


    Simone firewalking had slipped out of her shoes, stepped onto the hot bed of embers, and walked in a regular pace, five steps from end to end, across the coals.


    Lee had declined, unconvinced, but I’d felt enlivened, bold, then fearless: I walked on fire.


    #


    I have no fear.


    The corpse is face-up on the sand, seawater crashing around her feet and legs. Her clothes are torn; skin dry, purple, bruised; neck and arms twisted; deep gashes on her thighs; fists clenched. She’s blonde, around my age (!), and the look on her face, in contrast to the shape of her body, is serene. Her eyes are open, as calm as the fish in the fisherman’s bucket.


    #


    After firewalking everyone else had soaked their feet in big pails of cold water but my feet had felt fine as I made portraits of newfound friends. We all wrote declarations on index cards: “I have walked on fire. I can do anything.”
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