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I was surprised by the ice cream van.

Everything else, I took in my stride. Everything. The men in ballet dancer dresses; the quiffs and combed-back hair, on men and women; the bicycles, the trailers and dog baskets; the video recording devices and the mobile amplification equipment. All of it, dedicated to that 1980s British band 'The Smiths' and their one-time front man, Morrisey. It was all good fun. 

But I could never understand the point of the ice cream van. Was it something to do with one of the singer's songs? Everything else seemed to be, so why not? But the lady said she had driven down from Blackpool for the day. Why? The van was old and rickety, and she hadn't dared risk it on the motorway, so it must have taken her hours on the side roads and back roads. So, why? Why bring your ice cream van from where it's really needed, on the sea front, to the inner city area of Salford, just for a fund-raising event?

Because, yes, that's what we were all there for, ostensibly. To raise money for the glorious old building, the Salford Lads' Club, which was suffering from age and neglect, showing some of the wear and tear that accumulates in a hundred years of regular use. Why Smiths' fans? Because the band had posed outside the iconic front door for an album cover, way back in 1987, and ever since, fans of the group had clustered from all over the world to have their picture taken there, in the same place, with the same backdrop.

At least, that was what Maurice told me. He was a mate from way back. I had served with his younger brother in the Army, years ago, when the family lived in Yorkshire. I saw them all when I was home on leave. Many times I visited, at the invitation of Ray, the brother. Then me and Ray went to the desert and he stepped on a landmine. The shock to the family was devastating. It nearly killed his mother straight out; his father took to drink; and Maurice got divorced and moved to Manchester. We kept in touch, even when he moved over the river to live in Salford. He got married again – that was one hell of a party – and then one day he phoned up to say he thought someone was trying to kill him. That got my attention.

Maurice had organised the fund-raising day. It wasn't his idea though, he told me. Some of the Smiths' fans had got onto the Lads' Club website and offered to help. They'd heard that the roof was leaking and wanted to do something. 

Ever since Maurice started living locally, he became part of the Committee of the Club, so he put the offer to the other members, but nothing much happened, until one day a bunch of local lads got onto the roof and nicked some of the lead from the valleys and gutters. No, they weren't the 'lads' who attended the Club: they were the other local 'lads', the ones who were too selfish, self-centred and weak-willed to maintain membership of anything, let alone a youth centre, and, sure enough, the other local lads found out who they were and put bruises onto their faces. Not before time. 
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