
MY FRIEND JAMES 

- R J Burgess - 

 

Do you remember the first time we met? I don‟t. Was it a 

happy occasion? Did we hit it off straight away or did 

you despise me as the mummy‟s boy I was back then?  

I like to think we got on. You were always a bit of 

a quiet child, a little on the chubby side and kind of 

lonely with it, but I know I always liked you. 

I definitely remember our childhood together. My mum 

used to leave me round your house after school sometimes 

when she was away at work. Your house was just over the 

road from the school, so it was really easy to go round 

there after we were done for the day and hang out for a 

few hours watching cartoons on TV.  

I know I used to tease you about that house a lot 

because it was often a mess and your parents worked too 

hard to keep it clean all the time. It used to annoy you 

when I made fun of it like that – you really did have the 

patience of a saint to put up with me for so long – but I 

hope you know I was only making fun of it because I was 

so jealous. 

That house of yours was so cool – it had everything! 

Secret rooms filled with interesting things; piles of 

toys hidden away in the least likely of places. It was a 

labyrinth I never got bored of exploring with you. It 



seemed to me that you were the luckiest kid in the whole 

world. 

Then there was that time when you got your Gameboy – 

do you remember that? It was one of those original ones 

with the huge chunky buttons that gobbled through 

batteries like we used to through bags of lemon sherbet 

and packets of Monster Munch. Your older brother must 

have bought over a hundred games for that thing and you 

kept them all in a tin in the corner of the room.  

I used to love flicking through them with you and 

picking out the best ones to play: Bubble Bobble, A Boy 

and his Blob, Super Mario Land, Tom and Jerry. Do you 

remember those times, „cause I sure as hell do. 

You probably don‟t know this, but I really looked up 

to you back then. I remember when we were first shown 

around school - it must have been about a week before we 

were due to start. Mrs Gidman the head teacher was giving 

us a tour of the place and at one point she asked me who 

you were. “This is my best friend, James!” I replied.  

She then gave us both a finger of fudge to take away 

with us and I remember leaving that place with the 

overriding impression that school was going to be the 

Bestest Thing Ever, because all the teachers gave us 

chocolate and all we ever had to do was play. We must 

have been four at the time. 



Except that you didn‟t start school when I did. You 

were younger than me, I think, so you were held back for 

a few months before starting. 

As a result, I didn‟t know anyone when the first 

term started. I was thrust into the middle of this 

confusing place, filled with all these strange rules that 

everyone seemed to know except me. I‟d never seen so many 

children in one place before. I was terrified. 

At break time, still lost and confused, we were 

turfed out into the playground amidst a wet, cold 

September and left to our own devices, as though we were 

somehow supposed to instinctively know what to do with 

ourselves. 

I missed you; I don‟t mind admitting it. I tried to 

fit in with all those other kids – I really did – but 

somehow I never could. I watched as they ran around the 

playground playing something called „Army‟ together but 

when they explained the rules to me, it just sounded 

stupid. 

“You stand next to someone else,” they said, “and 

you hook one of your arms over their shoulder. You then 

walk forward together, chanting, „Who wants to play 

[insert name of game here]‟ over and over.” 

While we were chanting, other kids would then join 

the chain if they liked the sound of the game we were 

playing, until, after the chain had reached a kind of 

critical mass, we would suddenly break off screaming and 



run away, only to reform a few minutes later and start 

the whole process over again. 

It was a bafflingly pointless game. It‟s only now, 

looking back, that I realise I was actually supposed to 

play a game called „Army‟ after we were finished with all 

the chanting. No one told me that part. I spent that 

entire first lunch break walking around with my arms 

linked around different kids chanting, “Who wants to play 

Army?” and feeling thoroughly wet and annoyed with the 

whole thing. 

And you know what? It was right there and then that 

I realised I didn‟t want to stay in that place anymore. I 

didn‟t want to be around all those Big People with their 

stupid rules that made no sense. I wanted to be with you. 

I tried to run away, did you know that? 

I remembered that your house was near the school and 

I suddenly decided that there was nowhere else in the 

whole world I would rather be than there. So I abandoned 

my new Army buddies, turned on my heel and ran out across 

the boggy field in the direction of your house.  

We weren‟t supposed to go out on the grass because 

it was raining – that was one of the few rules the 

teachers had bothered to tell us – but I didn‟t care. 

The field was much larger than I thought it would be 

and there were deep puddles of freezing mud at every step 

that had me coated in muck before I‟d made it ten steps, 

but I kept on running all the same.  



I remember this thrill inside me as I sprinted 

towards the ditch at the edge of the field (this was back 

in the days before they erected that chain link fence 

around the school so there was nothing stopping me from 

running straight off the school property and over the 

road to your house). 

I‟m going to make it! I thought. I‟m going to see my 

friend James! 

Only then I heard someone shouting at me from 

behind, and I turned to find Mrs Blows, the year two 

teacher, sprinting after me. “Stop! Where are you going? 

Stop! Stop!” 

You‟d be proud of me James. I didn‟t stop. Not just 

because I was cold and frightened of this Big Person 

running after me, but because I wanted to be near you. 

You, little quiet fat kid who ate his bogeys and cried 

whenever his mother left him alone for five minutes. I 

missed you. I wanted to play the Gameboy with you. I 

wanted to build things out of Lego and eat packets of 

Monster Munch with you.  

I didn‟t stop running until the teacher had grabbed 

me round the waist and even then, I struggled as she 

clasped me to her body and hoisted me off the ground. 

This was back in the days when teachers were still 

allowed to rough-handle students from time to time and 

she wasn‟t exactly gentle with me as she dragged me to 

the head teacher‟s office and told me to stay put. 



There was no finger of fudge for me that day, I can 

tell you. 

# 

Right up to our teens, I went to your house and it 

never failed to be a treat. Right up until I moved house, 

then school, then friendship groups, I was there every 

other day, playing with your toys or going down the park 

with you and your mum. We started Beavers together – do 

you remember that? I only went because you did and I felt 

so grown up when we went to the shop together and your 

mother helped us pick out our uniform and woggle. 

Or there was that birthday party of mine where you 

were the only guest to fully embrace the Pirate Fancy 

Dress theme we had organised. You arrived fully kitted 

out in eye patch, Jolly Rodger hat and painted-on 

stubble. You even brought along a boat you‟d made out of 

cardboard, that came complete with a working sail. You 

erected it in the middle of the living room to the envy 

of all the other kids. You looked so proud. 

Do you remember those times we spent together? 

Jumping up and down on your parent‟s mattress as we 

listened to the Teenage Mutant Hero Turtles on cassette 

tape? 

Do you remember those times, building ramps in my 

living room for us to roll marbles down and then getting 

annoyed when we kept losing them under the sofa? 



I‟m sorry I wasn‟t there for you in the end, James. 

I‟m sorry I haven‟t seen you for such a long time. But 

memories don‟t fade as fast as friendships and I know 

that I will always treasure the time we spent together. 

I hope that you too will remember me wherever you 

go, not as the bad friend I became but the child I was. 

The child who called you his best friend. 

 

 


