
A day in the lives of the parish of St James and Christchurch
You haven't had the best night. The bang that shook the glass and woke you up: your grandma swears it's out the front, your father, out the back. But when you rush into the road, you see they're both right. One bomb in Napier Street and one in Montpellier. A window in Christchurch is blown out. Your dad finds the churchwarden and does his best for him, but he doesn't live. Days later, the park will be strewn with Christmas cards and private papers blown over from the bomb site and this will make you sad.
You haven't had a long night. Your mother wakes you at four thirty. You find the place, you keep your space. Your mother unpacks corned beef sandwiches and cocoa to sustain you while you wait.
The corned beef comes in tins, of course, but chops comes from Poules the Butcher. He slaughters pigs on Sunday mornings, and the squealing spills across the streets. You like the meat-shop man. 
You sit with your sandwich and your cocoa and you wait.
You don't need clocks. You can tell the time by the man from Minchin and Gibbs, the bookshop on Westgate Street, on his way to work, and by the Royal Mail train. It's just sped past, so the time's 8.25. Set your watch by it.
You're in the Infants, but today you are all taken to the juniors and sat down in the hall. The children around you start to cry, but at first you don't understand. You fiddle with your shoe straps. And then the teacher speaks. The king is dead, children. This makes you sad, but not for long: now you have a queen and one day soon your mum will get you out of bed at dawn to see her waving in the streets of Gloucester.
Across the city, at the Westgate, a bell is rung and the mayor - at least you think it is the mayor - declares the king is dead, long live the queen. Standing at the East and South and West in the spaces where the gates once hung, dismantled or decayed long before the Mayor was born, they make their declaration as they made it years before.
Close your eyes. Be guided by the smell.
Hold your breath on Westgate Street. The stench spreads from the tallow factory like rancid butter rasping on stale bread. They process parts of animals for making candles, lipstick. When the wind is wrong, the women take their washing in to keep the smell out of the clothes. 
To counter it, try standing in the sweet raspberry downwinds of the Jam Factory. Breathe deep.
Keep walking. Walk to Hempsted with your cousins; more like brothers. If you haven't time, go treasure-seeking close to home.
There's treasure hidden everywhere round here, if you know where to look.
On Tredworth Road, you bend to pick up a paper bag, but the bag jumps away. You and your frog-in-a-bag: your paths collided for a few seconds, but you won't forget how you jumped too, feeling the flinch and leaping in your belly when you tell the story. 
Stop here, by this car: you've caught a glimpse of something underneath and it's your job to keep the streets tidy. It's your job to be nosy, to investigate what others leave behind. Crouch down. Peer beneath the chassis. Pull out a bundle of notes. Show your mates and flick your head to say 'let's go' and stroll around the corner, casually. Wet your thumb and count it out. Forty, fifty, sixty, sixty five quid. Share it out between you. You have no qualms in pocketing the cash: that car was parked outside the drug dealers and you aren't going to give it back to them. 
When you've money in your pocket, go to Mrs Payne's to get your sweets; to Sparkes for hot cross buns and lardy cake. Your mother's asked and asked, but Mrs Sparkes won't divulge the recipe. 
There's treasure behind closed doors, too. See that house there? The shelves are blooming with decorated plates and shells and vases: Royal Albert China, flowering. The Sergeant Major's long gone: him who wanted everything away and every surface dusted. This is not a house, she tells you. It's a home. The cat is in charge, she tells you. See that china squirrel there? The cat broke him the other day. The squirrel's got no tail. That's why he's hiding. It can still be treasured if it's broken.
Your friend works on the lorries, chucking bin bags in the back. There's a plastic bag set down by the bins. He picks it up to chuck it on the lorry, but something - perhaps a gentle cry, or the shifting weight inside - makes him stop. He peels apart the handles, and inside, wrapped up, there's a baby. When he tells you this, you remember that time when you're stationed in Cyprus, when you found a bullet-ridden baby and you felt quite sick, if you're honest. But this baby is living, breathing, and your friend, he wants to keep him, hold him, raise him as his own. Social Services say no, we'll take it from here, but you still wonder what became of the bin-baby, the bag-baby, the no-human-should-be-rubbish baby.
Head south to play on Suck Road Field with your mates. It won't always be here. They'll build a school on it. Sit still. Keep quiet. Don't fidget. Don't tell tall tales.
You scare the young girls at the New Inn with stories of the ghost of Lady Jane Grey, telling them how she cradles her head underneath her arm. You watch their eyes peel wide. But then there is that time you can't explain: you make up the big bed in the Oak Suite: fresh sheets, plumped pillows and a pulled-tight counterpane. You go back, seconds later, for your duster, and the bed is unmade, covers are all askew, the drawers pulled out.
With all this talk of ghosts and poltergeists, it's time, perhaps, to step into the church just for a moment.
Christchurch is thriving, pulsing. A small blind girl comes to Sunday School just the once, hand clamped close by an old woman. That's the last you see of her, you think. Mr Purser, Joy's dad, the vicar, he dies young, and the one that follows is the kind of preacher people come especially to hear. You help to pull out extra chairs at the end of the pews. Sunday School outing, every summer: a train crammed with kids, off to the field in Bishops Cleeve, with slides to play on and a huge tea in the hut. Sandwiches and jelly; little cakes. The hut, the field: it closes when the war comes. You'll meet the blind girl again, years later, and you'll become the best of friends, remembering how you could see her but she could not see you, and you go on trips together all around the county and beyond.
It's made you hungry, all this walking. You can't eat upstairs at the Co-op on Eastgate Street. It's far too posh. If you can, sneak down into the cellar. There are tunnels underneath and doors that lead to nowhere. Don't get lost down here. 
There's a fire at the Hippodrome, where BHS will be. People see the smoke, but don't take any notice.
Head for home. Your mother has been baking and she's famous for it. Her best, an iced sponge with cherries on the top, but she has a way with sandwiches: Fry's Chocolate between two bits of bread.
Head back home. Head home, even if you didn't grow up here, with the foundry, the butcher, the baker, the tallow-fat shaper. You grew up on a farm, in fields: the donkey and trap to school, and then an eight-mile round trip on your bike; the Maple trees that lined the drive, your father's pride and joy, and grown from seed from Canada. The calves that gave you ring worm, your own cow in the barn; hens and pigs; the apples saved in grain.
All that's across the sea, but listen carefully and you can hear sheep, here in the city farm. A little girl, giddy from the swings, who loves the lambs and tugs her father's hand to take her closer.
If you time it right, you'll be beside the train line when the Yanks pass through. Stand here. It's worth the wait. The Yanks lean from the windows, throwing sweets and nylons. Hold out your hands. This could be a good catch.
Remember that day when you got the train home, back from Aldershot. Hold her legs, the officer said, and you held them. You've been in Cyprus and carried the dead, but you've never seen so much blood as on that train. But this time, it's not death, it's life in all it's squall and mess and joyous, wild fury. Another baby.
The washing that your mother hung out clean and white this morning is dirtied with black smoke from the Gloucester Foundry.
Another mother's out the back with her tin bucket: her washing has caught fire again, ignited by the sparks that fly up from the engine as the train whips by. But you don't mind. The fire's fun. Exciting.
When evening comes, you are not allowed to go to the Bug House.
You are allowed to go to the Bug House. 
You are not allowed to go, but you go anyway.
You see Danny La Rue at the Regal, and Michael Holliday. You don't know that he'll be dead soon, by his own hand, and that his bodyguard, the boxer, Freddie Mills, will die too, and you'll be suspicious. You'll swear that he was murdered by the Krays. 
Nearly home. It doesn't matter where you've been. Step inside St James's and be still. Listen carefully. It's been a long, long day.
Listen carefully. Press your ear against the wood. 
I stand at the door and knock. 

