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Meg Bradley

Twelve

My feet don’t know where to go. I can feel the rocks and the 
sticks and the harder dirt where the path is, I think, but 

there’s more to the left, and some behind me. The rough bark of 
giant trees bites into me when I turn, and the leaves are crunching 
so loudly that I don’t think I’ll ever be able to hear myself think 
again. The air smells wet from the rain and my hair is stuck to my 
face with sweat. Or maybe tears.
        I wasn’t supposed to get up at the campfire.
        I wasn’t supposed to get up, even though the smoke was aim-
ing straight at my face and down my lungs until I gagged. I wasn’t 
supposed to get up even though I thought I might throw up all 
over the tray of graham crackers and chocolate next to me. Even 
though my little sister handed me a marshmallow that she roasted, 
but she squeezed it too hard and my whole hand and my arm were 
sticky, and my face where I touched it when I forgot. And even 
though I am four thousand four hundred and sixty seven days old 
as of right now.
        The campfire smell is still stuck in my nose—smoke mixed 
with wet wood mixed with some sweat and sunscreen and that 
after-rain smell and lots of bug spray. I wasn’t supposed to get up, 
but I’m twelve years old and I can see enough to not walk into the 
flames.
        Lucille means “light.” My grandfather thinks this is some 
great cosmic joke by the universe, but I think of it more as a curse 
my mother gave me.
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        “Hey, Luce!” My grandfather called from across the flames 
just a few hours ago. “Lucy, how many blind girls does it take to 
change a lightbulb?” He knows that I won’t walk into the fire. He 
knows that I can still see light and dark.
        My father hates this. “Dad, please.”
        “She’s twelve today, she can handle it! She’s a big girl. Lucy 
thinks it’s funny, don’t you?”
        My mother was quiet. The next time she spoke I could hear 
her voice shake just a little and I knew she was thinking about 
how she’s the one who cursed me, and how only seven hundred 
and fifty-one days ago I would have been allowed to get up at the 
campfire.
        The thing about birthdays that no one tells you is that you’re 
really only a day older than the day before. There’s no magical 
moment, no sudden burst of wisdom. You are eleven and three 
hundred and sixty four days, and then you are twelve. It doesn’t 
really change anything. But the thing about losing your sight 
that no one tells you, is that it changes everything. That people 
stop seeing you when you stop seeing them. That sometimes they 
forget which one of your senses you’re losing, and they say things 
they never meant for you to hear. They turn off the lights even 
when you’re still in a room, because they forget that you can still 
tell the difference.
        I reach out for a tree and run my hand along the bark. They 
taught us in Girl Scouts to feel for moss to know which direc-
tion to go, but I forgot which direction the moss is supposed to be 
facing. My eleven-year-old feet always knew which way to go at 
this campground, but my twelve-year-old feet have forgotten. Or 
maybe they just need to learn again.
        I take a deep breath and try to inhale the smell of Sunday 
dinner at my house. The conclusion to my grandfather’s joke—
“Why the hell would blind girls need to turn on the light, any-
way?” And my father’s weary response, “Dad, language. Please.” It 
doesn’t matter which Sunday this is, because they are all the same. 
Mashed potatoes on the upper left. Chicken on the upper right, 
green beans below, spread out across the whole bottom half of 
the plate. Gravy on everything. My mother insisting that we pray 
to counterbalance my grandfather’s swearing, but nobody really 
knowing how.
        Thinking about it, I drop to my knees so quickly that my 
hand scrapes against the bark and it’s warm and it’s wet and I 
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know it’s bleeding. I can see the outlines of trees, just barely, so I 
squeeze my eyes shut. God, if you’re listening please help me. I’m 
sorry I got up. I’m sorry I yelled at my mom for cursing me. I’m 
sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.
        I screamed at my mother for cursing me yesterday, when 
I was eleven years and three hundred and sixty four days old. 
She screamed at me for not knowing that she never meant for it 
to happen. I do know, and I am a little bit sorry. Maybe that’s a 
twelve-year-old thing. Maybe I am a little bit different.
        I’m crying, crying like a little girl even though I’m twelve, 
but I have to make it back without screaming. They can’t know 
that I couldn’t do it, that I couldn’t figure it out. It’s been seven 
hundred and fifty one days and I’m supposed to be able to do 
things by myself. I can get dressed and brush my teeth and make 
toast with jelly. I can take a shower and tie my shoes. I can knit 
a scarf—my grandmother showed me how, hand over hand over 
hand, when I was eleven and just three days, with the softest yarn 
in the world, which she gave me for my birthday.
        My feet trip over something—maybe it’s a rock—and they 
go flying out from under me and my hands reach out but I can 
still taste dirt in my mouth and for a minute I can’t breathe. I dig 
my fingers into the dirt and hold on. Once when I was little and I 
could still see the color brown when I laid on the dirt, my father 
told me to hug the dirt and see if I could feel it hug me back. Now 
I just feel my own heart beating fast against it and it pushing me 
away.
        The last color I remember is blue, like the sky in winter. I 
was nine and a half and I was bundled into my puffy marshmal-
low coat and buckled in in the middle of the backseat so I could 
see out the front window and the sky was so blue that sometimes 
when I think about it I can still see it in my imagination. My 
dreams are still in that blue, every night, so I’ll never forget. My 
sister Hannah screamed in her baby seat and then Mom’s hands 
slipped off the wheel and her body started jerking all over the 
place, and there was a screech and a crash and all the glass was 
flying and flying but I don’t remember it hurting at all. My mother 
cursed me when she named me, but that was the day the curse 
caught up and grabbed her. It still grabs her, some days.
        I push up from the dirt with my palms, and it stings where 
the dirt got into my scrape. The kind of sting you can feel your 
own heartbeat in. I don’t remember which way my feet were 
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pointing before I fell. I hug my knees and wonder if it’s time to 
give up and scream until they find me. But I am twelve years old 
and I am strong and I can do it by myself. God, please, God. If God 
is real I would take his help. No one would know. They would 
still think I was strong enough by myself. In the Bible, God leads 
people out of the desert. I only went to Sunday school a few times 
though, so I don’t really know that story very well. I’m not sure 
what they had to do to get God to help them. At least there were a 
lot of them. At least they could see the way.
        My legs are so tired. Maybe I need to make a bed out of 
leaves, and sleep here. Maybe someone would find me. Or trip 
over me. But an animal might find me first, and that would be 
worse than being lost.
        I pick forward, because that makes the most sense, and I 
walk. And walk and walk. I walk so far that I must be at least 
twelve and one day old. The sticks keep cracking and the leaves 
rustle and once my face bounces off of a tree, but I walk and walk 
and after that I hold my arms out in front of me. I walk and walk 
until my feet hurt so badly I think I will topple over, until fi-
nally there is a patch of brightness, flickering. And a high-pitched 
sound, like screaming, like my sister’s screaming. It is her, I’m sure 
it is, and I start to run. Hannah is screaming, screaming because 
she is only five years and eighty-nine days old, and I know from 
her screaming that the curse has grabbed my mother and I hear 
my father yelling to my grandpa to put out the fire in case the 
curse jerks her that way. And I know from their yelling that they 
forgot that I was gone, they forgot to look for me, they forgot that 
I broke the rules and walked away and walked back without even 
knowing how I found them except that I followed the sound of 
Hannah’s screaming, just like it sounded the day of the very first 
curse.
        Hannah flings herself at me and buries her face in my shirt 
so she doesn’t have to watch, but I am twelve years old and I know 
that the curse only holds my mother for a few minutes and that 
soon everything will be okay. I run my thumb along the raised 
scar behind her ear; her own little piece of a curse she doesn’t 
even remember. I feel something hard pressing into my back and 
I know that she is wearing my watch again—my special one with 
the raised numbers that my teacher found for me but that Hannah 
loves. I sneak a hand back to feel it.
        I am four thousand, four hundred and sixty seven days old, 
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but it was only nineteen minutes ago that I stood up from the 
campfire when I wasn’t supposed to. I am four thousand, four hun-
dred and sixty seven days old, but when I hold Hannah tight and 
wait for when I will be able to hold my mother, who cursed me 
even though she didn’t mean to, I think I might feel twelve and 
eleven and nine and a half and even two all rolled up into one.

 
                    


