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began my life for the second time on a June night in the year I

turned fifteen. My name was still Mia Jacob, and I was still made

of blood and bones, but when I stepped into the road on that night I
walked into a different future. I left the way my mother had arrived, alone
and in the dark.

The moon was yellow and the woods were pitch black. If you didn’t
know there were mountains and fields and that this was Western Mas-
sachusetts, you would think you had come to the end of the earth. In
some ways that was true, at least for me. I could feel every breath that
I took rattle inside my chest. Every heartbeat echoed. Freedom is not
what you think it is. It’s cold and hard and bright. That was what it
felt like to change everything. To pick up the ashes and let them blow
in the wind.

In the morning I was to be punished out in the cow field, in front of
everyone, a cautionary tale so that one and all could see what happened
to anyone who disobeyed. I was meant to beg and plead. I had asked to
be forgiven in the past, but I was someone else now. I was the girl who
knew how to escape, the one who could become invisible, who believed
that a single dream was more powerful than a thousand realities.

They thought I only had a life that I lived here, but I had found other
possibilities every time I read a book.

They locked me in the barn with the sheep. They told me I should think
about what tomorrow would bring. But I had stolen a hammer from the men
rebuilding a shed in the farthest field, and I'd left it underneath the hay in
the barn. I'd always thought I might need to escape.

I worked on the lock for an hour or more, until my hands were blistering
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and bleeding. Nothing, and then, all at once, the lock came apart in my
hands.

I was wearing gray overalls and my mother’s red boots. I looked like a
prisoner, and that was what I'd always believed I was, but not anymore.
My long red hair had been cut as a punishment in the spring, when I would
not leave my mother’s grave site and had to be torn away, the ferns I'd held
on to still in my hands. My hair was too beautiful anyway, that’s what they
said, nothing more than a vanity, the sort of attribute that would make me
look in a mirror and think I was better than everyone else.

This time, the punishment was worse. They had hung a rope around my
neck on which there was a badge announcing the rules I had broken. A for
acts of wickedness. A for affront and for anarchy. A for avoidance and
antisocial behavior. A for ambition. Tomorrow they would burn the letter A
into my arm so I would never forget the reason for my punishment.

They had found books in my possession. Shakespeare’s collected
plays. The Blue Book of Fairy Tales, which had been my mother’s fa-
vorite when she was a girl. Emily Dickinson’s letters and poems. I am out
with lanterns, looking for myself. Every time I had gone to town, I'd
managed to sneak into the library. I knew there was magic there, and 1
knew they would do their best to destroy it. They’d burned my books to-
night and I could still smell the sulfury scent of embers out in the field
where they planned to punish me tomorrow. I had one more book, the one
1 loved best of all, hidden in the barn in a place where they’d failed to
look. It was my treasure and my map. It was the book that had saved my
life. Long ago, there had been other places where women were punished
for being true to themselves. I kept The Scarlet Letter close to my heart
when I left the barn and ran across the dark field. Sometimes when you
read a book it’s as if you were reading the story of your own life. That
was what had happened to me. I woke up when I read the first page. I saw
who I was and who I could be.
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The only other thing I took with me was a tiny painting I had found in a
cabinet in the office. Tuke it, Evangeline who ran the office and the school
had said when she saw what I'd found. No one wants that junk. It was a
watercolor in shades of blue and green that I'd kept beneath my pillow. I
looked at it every night and it always reminded me that the world was beau-
tiful. It was beautiful even in the dark, with the soft green air all around me,
and the fireflies drifting through the tall grass, and the white phlox growing
wild in the woods.

The dogs all knew me, and they didn’t stop me when I got to the gate;
they didn’t even bark. There were bats flickering through the trees. There
were so many stars, but I didn’t have time to look at them. I walked
among the crowded thorns. I stood too close and bled. My mother didn’t
know how to unlock what kept us here, but I was different. I had the key in
my hands, the book that was first published in 1850, the one that under-
stood our story better than anyone who had ever known us. I left the badge
that had been strung around my neck behind, making certain to tear it

n two.

I went through the fields, then down the dirt road and past the old oak
trees. In the distance there was Hightop Mountain, where bears still
roamed. I knew what I had to do. Travel light. Don’t look back. Take only
what you need most of all. I slipped into the forest and headed toward
town. I had been born here and had lived here all my life, but that was
over now. I would remain invisible among the ferns and the pine trees,
unseen by any passing traffic. Twigs and leaves crunched under my boots
as I made my way through the dense greenery where the evergreens gave
off a dark, earthy scent. It was the end of something and the beginning of
something.

In every fairy tale the girl who is saved is the one who rescues herself.
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When I came to town, I ran down the road. I ran faster than I ever had
before. I went to the one place where I knew the door would be open. The
place where I'd found the key. Long before the sun came up, before they
went to the barn and found I was gone, before they began to search for me,

I was at the library. That was when my life began.



