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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. 

Meanwhile, the bad news story had got around. People like nothing better than a tragedy. The website was overwhelmed by 'I hear the roof is falling in' kind of emails. It spurred everyone into action. Smiths' fans fell over themselves to sign up for the event of the summer – The Great Smiths' Bike-In. Of course, being the Lads' Club, it didn't actually happen until September, when most of the sunny days had long gone, but the plan was eventually put into place and over fifty bikes assembled on a Sunday morning and set off for a sponsored ride round Manchester, Salford and Trafford. Just to be interesting, the route took the riders to many of the most important local landmarks, those places that were mentioned in Morrisey's songs, such as Strangeways prison and Southern Cemetery. The participants also got to look at the house in Stretford where Morrisey lived as a teenager. Thrills! Well, I'm too old and cynical to see the point, but they enjoyed themselves, apparently. Personally, I was nursing a small hangover, so came along too late in the morning to wave them off, but I was skulking around the Lads' Club for the next few hours and was there to welcome them back. That was something too.

Maurice was there, as ever, but on crutches. He didn't make it to be a rider on the day. In one of the 'incidents' that was giving him cause to worry, a car had come swinging in behind him one day and knocked him off his bike. The car didn't stop and he never got a good look at the driver, but it was a deliberate act, he was sure of that. It was all part of the great conspiracy, the plan to get him.

“Missing it?” I asked him, as we sauntered on the pavement.

He was licking an ice lolly from the van.

“I've done the route,” he reminded me.

It was how I got involved. I came out of my house in south Manchester one summer afternoon and wandered up to the main road to buy a pint of milk. I had just turned the corner into Mabfield Road, when a dozen cyclists seared past me, down towards the park. I had to jump back onto the pavement to get out of their way. I was just about to curse them out, when one stopped for a chat. It was Maurice. It was good to see him again, after such a long time. We chatted, and he told me about the Bike-In and how the gang he was with were marking out the route, testing the roads they'd need to go down and timing the whole thing, so as to help with the planning.

“Going through the park?” I queried.

“They like to go off-road as much as possible. Besides, it takes them up to Princess Parkway, and it's a short hop down to the cemetery, as well as being a route across to Stretford after that.”

He didn't want to get left behind, so cycled off, telling me to phone him. When I did, later that evening, he told me about the threatening letters and the mysterious phone calls. It didn't make sense, but I was concerned. Maurice had never been in the slightest bit paranoid, that was something he left to brother Ray and me. If he was worried, it was genuine.

I offered to help.

Nobody could claim I'm a professional detective, but I've been in the Forces and I can handle myself. I've also had a bit of experience helping people out in times of trouble and ferreting out facts and hidden secrets, when others have got something to hide. Maurice had never asked for anything before, but I felt I owed him. If it had been me on the west side of the roadway and not Ray, it would have been Ray who lived and me who died. Some of us old desert rats get a bit emotional about such coincidences. It made me grateful to be alive and guilty to be talking with the deceased's relatives. Of course I would assist. Anything. Whatever I could do.

Strangely for September, it was a hot, sunny afternoon. I looked at my watch.

“When are they due back?” I asked Maurice.

He looked at his watch. “Less than another hour to wait,” he said.

“Time enough to have a look around,” I told him.

He had to hop up the three steps into the front door. That was one problem with the Club. It had been built at a time when they didn't worry themselves about such niceties as Disabled Access. Maurice was onto it; his fund-raising plan included an amount set aside to provide ramps at the doors and a lift just inside the back entrance, so that people could get up to the first floor. Not before time. Maybe having the crutches was reminding Maurice how important the plan was. If it didn't happen, nobody in a wheelchair or with bad legs would be able to get in, let alone upstairs.

We paused in the lobby. Right in front of us was a large brass plaque, about as big as a wide-screen television. It listed all the members of the Club who perished in the First World War. It was a sombre reminder of what a sacrifice that little event had been.

“It was wired up,” Maurice reminded me.

It didn't seem possible, but we nearly lost a member of the Royal Family. The honoured Duke had come on a visit, like he regularly did, and paused, as he always did, for a glance at the War memorial. He was just about to place a finger on the metal, tracing a name that looked interesting, when someone noticed the wire at the side of the plaque and pulled him away. Good job. When they went back later to examine the thing closer, they discovered that the newly-installed wire led down the side, under a table and into a mains socket. The whole memorial was live, and would have electrocuted anyone who touched the brass plaque. Clever. Who could have set up such a dastardly thing?

We moved on. At the bottom of the stairs was the old Secretary's office. It was used to store games equipment now. If one of the kids wanted to play a game of pool or table-tennis, they came to the office and were issued with the required bats and balls. The room was also used as the place to display the many cups and awards the Club had gained over the years. They were lots of them, shiny and impressive, even if imitation gold and plated metal. In other words, cheap. Not worth stealing. But someone had tried that, tried to get in through the window. 

Maurice led me into the room and we looked at the grille over the glass. It was a thinner gauge than chicken wire, the gaps being less than a centimetre apart. For someone to crack the glass from the outside, they had to use a thin thing to poke with, maybe a screwdriver or a
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