
Child’s Play 
 
As you've grown up, you’ve come to realise that the childish sense of fantasy you once indulged 
in can so easily be swept up into a whirlwind of responsibility and expectation. The Alice in 
Wonderland you once imagined is now normal, with work to do. Childhood to you is made up 
purely of innocence, fun, and naivety. But that, it can no longer be. You’re 11, with much more 
to crave than a teddy bear or having Mariana come round for a sleepover. You accept you're 
not one of the lucky ones and there are things you're missing out on. But are nonetheless, you 
struggle to let go of the sand as it pours down through your hourglass.  
Your mum, absent. Dad, physically absent but emotionally you know he loves you. He left two 
years ago to sort things out and always promised his return. You get birthday cards and stuff. 
He texts when he can borrow someone’s phone.  
You have no idea why your tightly bounded family was so suddenly sawed in two, splintering 
you most in the process. 
 
You are woken up by your withered but nonetheless animated Nonna hollering down the hall, 
despierta babes! You know her character that seems always so exuberant masks the stress and 
responsibility of maintaining hope and something like normality for you and your brother, 
Diego, (who is still nestled in the bed next to yours). Either way, her hollering gets you up to 
face another bright new day. You walk out of your bedroom and into the bathroom, avoiding 
running your hands along the wall to keep the wallpaper nice. You remember picking it out 
with your father and it is starting to peel. You pick up two toothbrushes (one blue and one red) 
and add a sensible amount of toothpaste to both. You lay them down on the edge of the bath, 
ready for the mad rush that always happens after breakfast. You come down the hall to find 
your Nonna carefully pouring orange juice into her coffee, so of course, you make her a fresh 
one. There is the sour smell of wine on her breath though there are never any bottles anywhere 
in the house as far as you can tell. 
 
School was good today, you were only fifteen minutes late because you slept well enough to 
run the whole way from Diego's school to yours after dropping him off. Plus, no 11th graders 
picked on you, that was nice. 
The lunch bell sounded and you sat with Mariana who was back from her weekend away with 
her family. She bent down into her bag and pulled out a bright pink scrunchie and a yellow one, 
a present for you, you should come next time, she offered as she tied up her enviably shiny 
black hair. You nod into your sandwich. Yes. Maybe. 
 
It's 4:00, hockey just finished and as you walk home in the cold you begin wondering if you 
should go to Diego's parents’ evening on Thursday. You’ve seen the letter from school in the 
bottom of his bag. You’d take notes, ask good questions, be genuinely interested. Why not? 
You bring it up at dinner.  
Don't be estúpido niña, Nonna exclaims, with no intention of going herself, you are nine, you 
are too much of a baby for such things. Later you get the note out of the bottom of his bag and 
you sign Nonna’s signature. It always comes out better if you hold the paper upside down.  
 



Thursday comes around. You put on your best shirt, scrub your black church shoes, pack the 
leather notebook your dad used to make notes in for work, and a pencil with a rubber, the 
rubber important because you always make spelling mistakes.  
You take Diego to school as usual and make him stand in front of you while you reinforce the 
details for the evening. You will meet by the gates at 3:50, go to his form room for 3:55, ready 
to begin at 4:00. You fix his hair, rub some dirt off his forehead with the help of your spit and 
kiss his cheek, adiós.  
As you run to school you remember the superstition Nonna told you of yellow clothes bringing 
back luck. Mariana's scrunchie, nice as it is, it has to go. You take it off and throw it into a front 
garden near the crossroads where there’s a rusted car without wheels and grass that nobody 
ever cuts.   
 
You meet Diego at 3.50 and go to his form room for 3.55 so you are ready to meet his teacher 
at 4.00pm. You take out your notebook and pencil and rubber. The teacher has dark eyes and 
she sits down on one of the small wooden chairs close to yours and you are worried it might 
break. Where is your Nonna she says. She’s not  feeling so good today, she asked me to come 
instead. The teacher sits and looks at you and your notebook and your black shoes for a while 
and then says come over here then.  
 
July 3rd, your birthday. A strong smell of burning drifts upstairs and is followed by an even 
more alarming, Tonto del culo!*  
Just trying to help! Diego squeals. 
You glance over to your mahogany counter in the corner of the room to see the picture of you, 
Diego and your father on your 4th birthday at Port Aventura. Bright sky, bright eyes, bright 
smiles. Every birthday you wake up expecting your father to arrive.  
 
You and Diego arrive back from school as quickly as possible. You learn that the longer you 
leave Nonna, the grumpier she gets, and today has to be a good one. 
You let Diego through the front door first, and remind him to wipe his shoes before entering. 
You pick up the schoolbag he left in the hallway and hang it on the brass coat hook. 
Diego runs into the kitchen doorway and stops dead in his tracks. 
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