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‘It’s coming home . . . It’s coming home . . . It’s coming . . . Football’s coming home . . .’


The Ambassador Club was packed tighter than a tube carriage during rush hour. The owner, Frankie James, reckoned there had to be 150 punters in here. Maybe more. Pumping their fists in the air, with their England flags draped down their backs, looking like a bunch of pissed-up, wannabe superheroes all trying and failing to take off.


The hulking, great silhouette of Spartak Sidarov stood wedged in the open doorway, bright sunlight pouring in through the tiny gaps that his massive shoulders hadn’t quite blocked out. Frankie’s old mate was more used to bossing Oxford Street night club queues, but it was good to have him here today, seeing as how many people had turned up this afternoon to watch the match and how hammered most of them already were.


A good job too that Frankie and Xandra had put the hardboard covers on the club’s twelve snooker tables that morning, while Dave the Shock had been installing the two big wall TV projectors he’d picked up from the Rumbelows clearance sale. Because none of this crowd were here to play. The whole room stank of smoke and spilt booze. There wasn’t a ball or a cue in sight.


The tabletops were littered instead with overflowing ashtrays and pint glasses, and a young woman called Shazza was now curled up on table six and snoring like a drain – Frankie kept half an eye on her.


Everyone else’s eyes were glued to the screens. England one, Switzerland nil, with just ten minutes to go. It was the first match of Euro 96 and the action was taking place right here in London, just up the road at Wembley. With the whole world watching. Or at least that’s how it felt.


‘Come on, boys. Keep the bastards out,’ Frankie muttered under his breath, swilling dirty pint glasses one after the other through the glass-washing machine behind the bar, his shoulders tightening up as the Swiss surged forward again.


He’d put a hundred quid down at Ladbrokes on England to win. But not just this match, the whole tournament, three weeks from now, at odds of 7-1. A win would mean Frankie could escape Soho for a nice little holiday.


He hadn’t had a day off since Christmas, not once in the last six months.


He glanced back at the photo montage his mum had stuck up here on the wall between the optics. Back when her and the Old Man had still been together, and they’d all used to head off down the Costa del Sol along with a bunch of other families from round here. His mum was right there in the middle, her beautiful smile suspended in time, as she hugged her two precious boys – Jack and Frankie. Frankie couldn’t have been more than thirteen.


Frankie was rudely brought back to the here and now by loud cheers and shouts of encouragement. Up on the screen, the clock ticked over to the eighty-three-minute mark. The crowd started belting out the Lightning Seeds’ anthem again, even louder this time.


‘Three Lions on a shirt . . . neeeeeever stopped me dreaming . . .’


Frankie joined in. It was hard not to. This sodding tune was that damned catchy and the stakes were that bloody high. He grinned across at Doc Slim and Xandra. Both working the bar beside him. Doc doffed his worn leather cowboy hat, looking more and more like Colonel Sanders by the day now that he’d upgraded his grisly grey moustache to a full-blown beard.


Xandra was sporting her new, that-girl-from-the-Cranberries, cropped barnet, along with the panther tattoo on her bulging right bicep that Frankie had sprung for on her nineteenth birthday last month.


Bloody kids. She was only five years younger than him, but he still felt like her dad. He’d even insisted on meeting the tattooist and checking he was properly licensed before he’d let him set to work. But then Frankie had always been older than his years. He remembered his mum always saying that about him, even when he was a nipper.


‘Don’t give up the day job,’ Xandra laughed, mock grimacing and sticking her fingers in her heavily studded ears. She’d already told him she’d heard cows in labour singing better than him on the County Antrim farm where she’d grown up. The bloody cheek.


Then boooooooo. The crowd’s choral antics switched to jeers. Frankie’s ice-blue eyes locked back on the screen. Bollocks, double bollocks, Stuart Pearce! He’d only just been bloody penalized, hadn’t he? For handball. In the box. Shit-a-brick. This was all Frankie needed. England starting off their campaign with a draw.


Pearce’s nickname – ‘Psycho, psycho, psycho!’ – rumbled through the crowd. The Swiss striker, Türkyilmaz – ‘Wanker, wanker, wanker!’ – stepped up for the kick. Seaman stared him down from the English goal, his dodgy ’tache and slick-back glistening in the blazing hot sun, making him look more like he was planning on selling his opponent some double glazing than blocking an actual shot.


Frankie couldn’t watch. It was the same as whenever he watched Tim frigging Henman on the box, tightening up on his second serve at set point. Frankie sometimes felt that maybe he was capable of jinxing it all personally, just by wanting it so much.


He looked the opposite way down the bar instead, at Ash Crowther and Sea Breeze Strinati, who were both hunkered down on their usual stools, with their bent backs squarely to the room, totally wrapped up in the same game of chess they’d been playing since last Tuesday. Or was it the Tuesday before?


Then the whole crowd groaned, ‘Noooooooo!’ And Frankie forced himself to look back at the telly. Arse flaps. The Swiss players were celebrating all over the pitch. Practically cartwheeling, the cuckoo clock-fiddling bastards. Gritting his teeth, he watched the replay. Türkyilmaz went left. Seaman right. Leaving it one all now, with less than four minutes to go.


‘Bloody England,’ he groaned.


‘Aye,’ Slim grumbled, bumping his hat on the ceiling light as he reached up to fill a tumbler from the optics. ‘It’s at parlous times like this that one almost wishes one had been born a Kraut.’


‘Oi, mate, two pints of Guinness,’ some bumfluff-chinned, pumped-up teenage lump in a white Umbro tracksuit yelled across at Frankie. ‘Er, please?’ he quickly added, clocking Frankie’s glare, along with his black suit and tie, and no doubt wisely hazarding a guess that he was the boss man round here.


Dress smart. That’s what Frankie’s Old Man had always told him. Look like the man and most people will treat you like him too.


He’d not been wrong. Frankie served the lad, who was all smiles and friendliness now. Even gave Frankie a tip, which he bunged in the communal Heinz baked beans can by the till, safely out of reach of any tea-leafing bastards in here. Today’s event had transformed the whole of Soho into a pickpockets’ paradise, bursting with pissed-up punters, all flashing their cash.


He risked another glance at the screen. Two minutes left, before injury time. With England nowhere bleeding near the Swiss bloody goal. He obviously wasn’t the only one getting that sinking, Tim Henman feeling. The cheering and chanting had all but tailed off, an uneasy, muttering half-silence taking its place.


The drinks queue had finally dried up, with the whole crowd now transfixed by the screens. Maybe that was no bad thing either: the Ambassador Club had been non-stop for the last two hours and Frankie was knackered and Xandra and Slim’s eyes looked like they were being held open with matchsticks. But, on the upside, at least the till was overflowing for a change. The takings were even better than Frankie had hoped for and he allowed himself a little smile. But, Christ, would he sleep heavy tonight.


‘Another drink, boys?’ he asked Ash and Sea Breeze.


Ash looked up and scowled. Sea Breeze just scowled.


‘Fine, suit yourselves.’ Frankie walked back over to Xandra. ‘Miserable old gits,’ he said.


‘Still not talking to you then?’


‘No.’


She shot him an awkward half-smile.


‘It’s not funny,’ he grumbled. ‘In fact, it’s downright bloody rude. I’ve known them both since I was a kid.’


‘And that, old chap, is precisely their point,’ said Slim, fixing himself his usual whiskey and soda. ‘They’ve been coming here longer than you. It’s like a second home to them.’


‘More like the opposite of home,’ Frankie said. ‘Half the time the only reason they’re here at all is to get away from their bloody wives.’


‘And for my erudite and loquacious company,’ Slim said.


‘Yeah, I do actually know what those words mean,’ Frankie said. Which was at least half true.


‘They just feel like they should have been consulted, that’s all,’ said Slim.


He was talking about the TVs. The Sky Sports signs outside. The new customers.


‘This is a business,’ Frankie said, ‘and a business –’


‘Needs to make a profit,’ Xandra and Slim parroted, both of them rolling their eyes.


Frankie felt himself flush. Christ, had he really been saying it that much? A half-cheer went up from the crowd, then died down. Tony Adams. But the shot went nowhere. Then more muttering and shuffling started up. It felt like no one else in here really reckoned that England were going to score again either. The whole atmosphere was winding right down.


‘You two taking the piss doesn’t make it any less true,’ he told Xandra and Slim. ‘We’ve got to move with the times –’ If we don’t want to get left behind . . . He nearly said that too, but stopped himself just in time. Could already see them starting to roll their eyes again. ‘Anyhow,’ he said, ‘it’s not like we’re doing anything else that every other bar in town hasn’t already done.’


‘I think that’s rather their point,’ said Slim, lighting up a B&H. ‘This is an oasis of culture and tradition. Or rather’ – he glanced distastefully up the screens – ‘it was . . .’


Frankie had had enough. ‘Yeah? Well, bad luck. This isn’t a charity or a museum. The TVs ain’t going anywhere. At least until the final. Especially if England get through.’


‘Ah, so there is a chance this’ll turn back to a proper club after that, then?’ Slim said. ‘You should have just said. I’ll let the boys know.’


A proper club? By which he meant a snooker club, which is exactly what the Ambassador Club had been since 1964. And, yeah, a big part of Frankie wanted that too, to keep the tradition alive, but for that he needed money and the plain fact of the matter was that all his usual punters like Ash and Sea Breeze just didn’t bring in enough cash.


‘It all depends on how the tournament goes,’ he said. He meant his tournament, not this one. Snooker, not footy – the Soho Open. The tournament he’d spent every second of his free time these last six months trying to set up. ‘If that starts to make money, then fine. We’ll go back to how it was. But until it does, the TVs stay and this lovely lot’ – he pointed at the crowd – ‘they stay too. Because it’s their wonga that’s currently keeping this place alive. And, anyhow, I don’t see what your problem is with any of them, they all seem perfectly bloody nice people to me –’


A sudden burst of shouting. A goal? Nah, nothing doing on the screens. Frankie’s eyes flicked right. More yelling. Shit. Trouble. A surge of bodies over there in the corner. The sound of breaking glass.


Bollocks! Here we go again. Frankie gritted his teeth in anticipation of more trouble coming his way, just when he didn’t need it. The story of his fucking life.
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Frankie reached for ‘Old Faithful’, the heavy, lead-lined cue he kept under the bar, but decided against it. No, not yet. He knew half the bastards in here, so best not to panic. After all, things still might not get out of hand.


But then more shouting flared up and the crowd of punters surged. Hell’s tits. It was time to get a shift on, so he barged his way out from behind the bar and started forcing his way through the crowd.


Yeah, plenty of people in here he knew. Soho faces. Regulars. Berwick Street market traders like the tattooed twins, Tate and Lyle, whose dad was a stand-up comic who worked the pubs round here. Low-level gangsters like Mickey Flynn, who’d taken a beating off Terence Hamilton’s boys last year and now only had one eye. Most of them were smart enough to get out of Frankie’s way. Some of them might even back him up if push came to shove.


But plenty of others too. Hoolies. Hoodies. Caners. Casuals. Half of them total strangers, looking like they belonged more in some dingy, after-hours club than here in the daylight.


‘Spartak!’ he shouted.


But the man mountain from Russia had already bundled through from his sentry point at the door. His red Mohawk cut through the crowd like a fin.


Frankie hauled his way through the knot of writhing bodies, squeezing past the jukebox and the filthy old cigarette machine.


Right, what the hell’s going on, then? He looked for someone to grab, then stopped, because, typical – who else would it bloody be, but his sodding little brother, Jack? Right here in the middle of it all, squaring up to some rotten little scrote.


People said Frankie and his brother looked alike – what with their Sicilian black hair, square jaws and boxer’s fists – but all Frankie ever saw when he looked at Jack these days was hassle.


Jack had come here today all dressed up like he was expecting a call from Terry Venables himself. Only now his England shirt was ripped and covered with Guinness. And its collar was being pinned to the wall by some wiry, pock-marked headcase who clearly had designs on knocking his teeth into the middle of next week.


‘Let him go,’ Frankie snapped, stepping right into the ferrety little bastard’s line of sight. ‘Right. Bloody. Now.’


All eyes on him, waiting to see what would happen next. The final whistle blew up there on the screens, but no one even looked up.


‘You, get lost, or you’re next,’ said the scrote, twisting his grip on Jack’s collar even tighter, bringing the blood right up into his cheeks.


Frankie’s fingers curled into fists. He’d shifted automatically into a fighting stance. ‘I’m not going to tell you again. Let go of him now.’


The kid flashed Frankie another filthy glare, then looked round sharply, trying to suss out what he was up against. Frankie did likewise, because there was no way this little wanker would be acting out like this if he was on his own.


And there they were, over the kid’s right shoulder. His three mates, all kitted out in shiny white trainers and new tracksuits – like they’d just lifted them all from the same sodding shop. Pints in their fists like they were planning on ramming them into someone’s, anyone’s, face – but most likely of all, of course, his.


The scrote’s wolfish grin stretched wider. Reckoned he had this nailed. Had the odds on his side. Hadn’t spotted Spartak edging stealthily in behind his pals – or as stealthily as it was possible for an eighteen-stone ex-special forces soldier with a twelve-inch Mohawk to move.


‘And who the hell are you? Eh?’ The scrote gave Jack’s collar another violent twist, just to let them all know who was in charge.


The way he said it. Not a local. A Scouser. Frankie normally got on with them just fine, but this one didn’t look like he wanted to be friends.


Over the kid’s other shoulder, Frankie clocked Tam Jackson, box-jawed and concrete-browed, cracking a broken smile. The only bloke apart from Frankie in here in a suit. One big enough to fit a fridge.


Tam was the biggest face in here. He worked for Tommy Riley himself, the local gangster numero uno. He’d arrived with Jack and five or six of Riley’s other boys, most of them just street soldiers, dealers, enforcers – all half Tam’s age. But that’s how Tam rolled, wasn’t it? Shelling out for drinks from his croc skin wallet, being the big man. Only he didn’t much look like he was planning on flexing his muscles to help Frankie today. More like this was just another piece of sport he was planning to watch.


‘Me?’ Frankie switched his attention back to the Scouser. ‘I’m the bloke whose face you’re going to be thinking about in hospital for the next six months, if you don’t get the hell off of him and get the hell out of my club.’


Frankie’s eyes locked on him. Come on, then, bring it. Because here, in the thick of it, with his blood now well up, Frankie didn’t care. This was his place and no one was in charge here but him. Fists up, he was ready. No way was he going to back down.


The kid’s eyes flickered. The cogs behind them whirred as a sense of doubt crept in. As he took in Frankie’s frame and all the time he’d spent in the kickboxing gym the last six months.


The scrote’s other three little tracksuit bastard mates started crowding in then, all well coked up. Maybe they fancied their chances too. Well, fine. So be it. Frankie braced himself. Had already decided which one he was going to hit first. His eyes caught Spartak’s. The big man was right there behind them in position now too, licking his lips.


‘I believe that you boys should be using your ears and listening good to this man,’ his voice then boomed out, causing two out of the three of these peasants to look round – and then up. ‘Yes, that is right. And you know why? Because I have not even been fed today and I particularly enjoy eating little weasels like you for my tea.’


Spartak’s gold tooth flashed and he smiled down on the hoodies. Tam clearly liked the way this show was shaping up, but the scrote’s three mates were now having serious second thoughts. One started slowly shaking his head, another hooked his thumb at the door.


For a second Frankie thought the ferrety kid, who still had hold of Jack, was going to have a crack, but then he wobbled too.


‘All right. All right,’ he said, slowly releasing Jack’s collar and stepping back, not taking his eyes off Frankie for a second. Yeah, definitely not as stupid as he looked.


Jack spluttered and coughed, doubling up, heaving air down into his lungs.


‘Go on, have him,’ said some buck-toothed bastard on Tam Jackson’s right. Some geezer who Jack had been knocking scotches back at the bar with earlier. He was all designer black shirt and jeans and gold chains and attitude – a right little oik, but one Frankie could do without getting involved. A smudged prison tattoo showed on the knuckles of his clenched right fist. No doubt this kid would like nothing more than for the whole bloody place to kick off.


Jack took half a step forward and pointed a finger at the Scouser. ‘You wanker,’ he wheezed.


What the hell? Frankie’s glare practically pinned his little brother to the wall. All Billy Big Bollocks now, was he? Well, he could bloody well forget it. Jack had never been a fighter, not unless he had plenty of backup around him. But maybe that was the problem now, he did.


‘Leave it,’ Frankie warned him, stepping in between the two of them. No way was he having this whole situation blowing up again because of Jack. Not now that he’d nearly got it under control. ‘Out,’ he warned the Scouser. ‘I’m not telling you again.’


Ferret face took another step back. Then another. The crowd slowly parted, then, to let him and his three mates get through. Slowly, slowly, they went. All the way to the door. Then ‘Fuck off!’ one of them shouted and hurled his pint hard into the crowd. It smashed against a pillar, showering broken glass and lager down all over Tam Jackson and his mates.


Frankie’s turn to smile then. Did Tam see him? Hard to tell? Because already his boys were running out shouting after the Scousers. All apart from Jack, who Frankie held back.


And then it was over, as quick as it had started. Then, as the eyes of the crowd focused back on the TV screens, the chant kicked off again.


‘Three Lions on a shirt . . . Juuuuules Rimet still gleaming . . . thiiiiirrrty years of hurt . . . neeeeeever stopped me dreaming . . .’
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Frankie switched on the telly upstairs in the living room of his flat up above the Ambassador Club while Jack flopped down on the sofa. Post-match analysis. John Motson banging on about how England could have done better. How they’d need to up their game against the Jocks on Saturday.


‘So what was that all about then?’ Frankie said. ‘You and him, downstairs?’


‘Seaman,’ Jack slurred.


‘I take it you don’t mean what’s inside your knackers?’


‘Ha ha. No. Piss off. I mean as in David. Holiest of holy goalies. When that Swiss prick fired that ball past him, that Scouse wanker down there cracked some gag about Seaman never keeping clean sheets.’


Frankie smiled. ‘An old one, but a good one. But so what?’ he said.


‘So he then announced that anyone dumb enough to support Arsenal needed their head examined.’


‘The tosser.’


‘What I told him. Only then he went one further. He spat on the flag on the wall.’


He meant the Old Man’s flag. The club flag. The Gunners flag. The one the Old Man had nailed up there the first day he had taken over the Ambassador, back in ’84.


‘And that’s when I hit him,’ Jack said.


‘Hit him?’


‘Well, pushed him,’ Jack admitted. ‘And don’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same. Or the Old Man.’


Frankie said nothing. No point in denying it. Because, yeah, the Old Man would have done something, all right. Had always liked a brawl, word was. Probably came from all that hanging out with them bad boys back in his murky youth here in Soho. People like Riley, who the Old Man had leased this building off. And Terence Hamilton too. Before Hamilton and Riley had grown up into rival gang lords and had ended up at each other’s throats.


Jack was right about Frankie too. Years gone by, he would have more than likely got involved as well. But not any more.


‘I want this place kept off the cops’ blacklist, not on it,’ he said. ‘I’m having enough trouble trying to find sponsorship for this tournament without us getting any worse of a rep than what we’ve already got.’


‘What?’ Jack said sourly. ‘You mean, thanks to me?’


‘Look, what happened last year . . . I know it was none of your fault,’ Frankie said. ‘You got set up.’


For murder . . . for the murder of Susan Tilley, who was bludgeoned to death the night before she was due to marry Dougie Hamilton, the son of Terence Hamilton. Frankie would never forget Jack coming running in here the morning after the poor girl had been killed, all covered in her blood and with no memory of where he’d been for the previous twelve hours.


‘I was set up because of who I was,’ said Jack, ‘because of who I was hanging out with . . . I know that’s what you think.’


Only partly true. Jack had been unlucky too. There were any number of other petty crims like him who could have been picked to take the rap instead. But there was no point in getting into any of that now.


‘We’ll never know why that sick bastard chose you to pin it on,’ Frankie said. ‘He was crazy. That was obvious from his confession.’


The real murderer’s body had eventually been found with a signed, typed letter by his side, detailing how he’d killed Susan Tilley and why.


‘I still dragged the club’s name through the mud, didn’t I?’ Jack slurred. ‘And our family name. All over again. Just the same as with the Old Man.’


And, oh yeah, the press had loved that, hadn’t they? The parasitical bastards. Jack James, the son of convicted armed robber Bernie James, who was currently still a resident of HM Prison Brixton, with nine years of his sentence left to run.


‘But you were proved innocent,’ Frankie said. ‘The same as Dad will be one day. The cops, the press . . . and that poor girl’s family. Everyone now knows that what happened to her that night had nothing to do with you.’


Not that this had stopped Jack trading off his brief brush with notoriety, which had boosted his rep and earned him a whole heap of kudos in the criminal fraternity he was still hanging out in.


Frankie caught his own reflection in the darkened glass of his computer screen on the desk. There were only two people left alive who knew what had really happened to Susan Tilley that night. Frankie and the father of the groom-to-be, Terence Hamilton. Frankie, because he’d worked out who the real killer was. And Terence Hamilton, because . . . well, because he’d taken matters into his own hands after that. Leaving the two of them now with enough dirt on each other to land either one of them in jail if the other ever spoke out.


‘Anyhow, it’s all history now,’ Frankie said. ‘Let’s just leave it in the past.’


‘Just like everything else, eh?’


Jack meant their mum. Their dad. The whole shit parade that had got them to where they were today.


‘Yeah,’ said Frankie, ‘just like that. End of.’


Jack sighed, rubbing at his eyes.


‘When did you last eat?’ Frankie said.


He fixed them both beans on toast and sat down next to his brother to eat. Jack got stuck in, clearly ravenous. Those first few months last year after he’d been let out of prison, Frankie had made sure to check in on him regular, like. To get some decent grub inside him and see that all was well. But Frankie had let it slide, with him then getting back on the booze himself, and forgetting his priorities. Until here the two of them were, back to hardly seeing each other. And all his own piggin’ fault.


Jack burped and let out a long, contented sigh. Frankie smiled. It was good to see him like this. Letting himself be taken care of for once.


‘I can’t believe you still live here,’ Jack said.


He and Frankie had been flatmates here until two years back, when Jack had upped sticks and told Frankie he was moving in with some one-night stand. Of course, that had all gone tits up pretty fast, but he’d then found somewhere else to crash, and then somewhere else after that, before finally getting his own flat sorted over on Warren Street. A right shithole.


‘Your place so much better, is it?’ Frankie said. He was fishing, really. Still couldn’t help thinking Jack would be better off here, where he could keep an eye on him.


‘It will be come Monday,’ Jack said.


‘And why’s that?’


‘I’m moving.’


‘Where?’


‘Ladbroke Grove.’


Nearer to people like Stav Christoforou and Mo Bishara – dealers, pimps and lowlifes. ‘You sure that’s the best place for you?’ Stav was one of the bastards Frankie reckoned had helped set Jack up last summer. Not that he’d been able to prove it. Yet.


‘I’m not moving there for the company,’ Jack said. ‘More an investment.’


‘You thinking about buying somewhere?’ Frankie couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice.


‘Not just thinking, bruv. Doing.’


‘You do know you need a deposit, right?’


‘Already got one.’


‘From where? And don’t tell me you and your mates are making that sort of cash from that bleedin’ techno night you’re running over at Shepherd’s Bush.’


‘Techno?’ Jack laughed. ‘Get with it, bruv. That shit died out with the dodo.’


‘Yeah, jungle, triphop, whatever.’ Truth was Frankie didn’t think much of any of that kind of crap. He’d ducked in on Jack and his mates a couple of months back. A bunch of nutters doing pills, bouncing round off walls, hugging each other like they were all in love. And as for the music. Repetitive bollocks. He’d not known how to dance to it at all. Playing Dad to Jack all these years meant he’d never really got into clubbing the way a lot of guys his age had. Granddad, that’s what Spartak sometimes teasingly called him. Old before his years.


‘Riley,’ Jack said.


Meaning who’d given him the money. Tommy Riley. The boss man himself.


‘For what?’


Frankie knew Jack was still doing a bit of work for him, but low-level stuff. Like driving his dolly birds round, running errands, but nothing that would add up to a flat. Nothing that could get him in too much trouble either, he’d been hoping.


‘Just the usual. This and that.’


Frankie wasn’t buying it. ‘You swore to me that working for Riley was just temporary. That you are still looking for proper work.’


‘Yeah, and it’s not like I haven’t tried.’


‘But what? Not any more? Now you’ve given up? Because that’s what this sounds like, you taking a deposit off Riley to buy a flat. Like you’re now just planning on getting deeper and deeper into his world, right up to your neck.’


‘And what else am I meant to do?’ Jack snapped. ‘It’s not like there’s a million other legit jobs out there with my name on them, is it? Not after me being in the papers last year. And not with my qualifications either. Or lack of them. Or maybe you’ve forgotten about how I didn’t exactly get much of an education, what with Mum skipping out and Dad getting done for armed robbery.’


‘She didn’t skip out,’ Frankie said. ‘Something happened to her and the Old Man wasn’t done for armed robbery, he was stitched up.’


‘Anyway, what makes you so different?’ Jack snapped. ‘You’re taking Riley’s money too.’


‘Every penny I have, I’ve earned,’ said Frankie. ‘Out of the club. Dad’s club. Our club. And I’ve told you a hundred times before, you can come here and help me run it too. All you’ve got to do is say the word.’


Jack sneered. Actually sneered. It was all Frankie could do not to grab him by the throat.


‘Work here? There’s hardly enough to pay the wages of them two downstairs . . . Anyway, it’s not Dad’s place. Or ours. Not really, is it? Because Riley still owns the building, doesn’t he? You just pay him rent. Just the same as you had to give to Tam today.’


He was right. Jackson hadn’t been here just for the sport, but collecting the monthly payment Frankie owed on the lease.


‘And any time he wants to pull the rug on you, he can,’ Jack said. ‘Because he’s still the bloody man.’


More truth. Frankie stared at the wall. Riley owned every brick of it. Which was why he had to make this tournament work. To get out from under him. To maybe buy this place outright off of him. Or to set something else up.


‘I do my best. I do what I can.’


‘And so do I,’ said Jack. ‘And, right now, that means working for Riley. Not doing anything stupid. Not like what I promised you I wouldn’t.’ He meant front-line shit. Dealing. Enforcing.


But it still left him working for a gangster. One engaged in a turf war with Terence Hamilton. Out there. On the streets. And with no intention, by the sounds of it, of even trying any more to get out.


‘Anyway,’ said Jack, sparking up a fag and taking a jittery drag, ‘the money I’ve put down on the flat isn’t from that. Not wages.’


Wages? Jesus. He wasn’t even trying to hide it now. He really was full-time on Riley’s books.


‘Then what?’


‘Tommy told me to think of it like a bonus.’


‘What, like you’re some kind of merchant banker?’ Frankie scoffed.


‘For keeping my mouth shut,’ Jack said. ‘About him. And his operations. For not telling the pigs anything about him that whole time they had me banged up last year.’ He flicked ash onto his plate.


Frankie snatched the plate off him and marched through to the kitchen.


‘Jesus,’ Jack shouted, ‘why can’t you just be happy for me for once?’
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Frankie was up and at ’em bright and early the next morning. One of the big advantages of being on the wagon for as long as he had been this time round was that he’d started waking up feeling like he’d used to as a kid. He felt alert, with bags of energy and piss like Evian. Instead of the usual sick feeling, with a mouth like the bottom of a parrot’s cage and piss like golden syrup.


He had a quick shower and got dressed in his running gear – a Rolling Stones T-shirt, trackie bottom shorts, Adidas trainers. He preferred to keep things old school, none of that Umbro or Reebok crap. He was out the door by eight fifteen: pounding the pavement was part of his new routine – a 10k run three days a week with kickboxing training on the days in between.


He’d come a long way since December, when he’d been back to his worst following the pressure of everything that had happened last year. Sneaky snifters by day, pints behind the bar come evening. Staying out all night drinking with whoever. Gambling. Coke. Nights alone back in the flat. But that had always been his problem, hadn’t it? He never could just have a couple of pints, or the odd cheeky fag or line when he was out with his mates. He was either off it altogether, or on it like a bonnet till he crashed.


And crashed he had. On New Year’s Eve. That incident with that girl he’d picked up in the Atlantic. Picked up and had done a bottle of Wild Turkey and two grams of gack with. Picked up and hadn’t worn a condom with. Picked up and had then found out she had a boyfriend, who’d tipped up sober from the hospital where he’d been working his night shift and had leathered ten bells out of his sorry, drunken self, before slinging him out on his arse.


Incidents. Yeah, that’s what he called them. The shit you did to yourself that you wish you hadn’t. The shit that made you realize you weren’t in control at all and had to sort yourself out.


As he headed off along Poland Street, he tried not to think about his chat yesterday with Jack. It was hard though, as he’d been up half the night, worrying himself sick, trying to think of ways to get him away from Riley’s gang. But how? Only by having something better to offer him. And the only way he could do that was by making this bloody tournament work – something he was already busting his gut to achieve.


He tried to focus on his running instead, as he headed down Broadwick Street and on towards Shepherd Market. He tried to picture himself as a real athlete like Linford Christie, going for gold. Not so easy, mind, what with all these smashed bottles and Burger King and Wendy’s wrappers he was having to skirt around. There wasn’t much of a crowd cheering him on round here either. Hardly a soul out, in fact. Apart from a couple of street sweepers and some chatty smackhead flirting with his own reflection in a porn shop window.


But that was Soho on a Sunday morning for you, wasn’t it? Everyone sleeping off their excesses from the night before. Either that or they’d all suddenly got religion and were kneeling in church, repenting their sins. As-bloody-if.


He called in at Bar Italia on Frith Street on his way back home and picked up a double espresso to go. Not even half nine yet and already the place was packed. A mix of tourists and locals. A smattering of Italian speakers among them, something that always left Frankie regretting he’d never learned to speak it himself. His granddad, Tadeo Balistreri, was Sicilian. Not that Frankie had ever had the pleasure. He’d died in a road accident after going back there for a funeral, leaving Frankie’s gran here in London to bring Frankie’s mum up on her own.


Doc Slim was making out like a lizard in the sun with a table and two chairs set up on the pavement when Frankie got back to the Ambassador, sucking on a cheroot and cradling his first whiskey and soda of the day, a concoction Frankie knew would get progressively darker as evening approached until the need for soda was dispensed with altogether. Spotting Frankie, he blew a lazy plume of smoke in his general direction and tilted the brim of his busted old straw panama hat.


‘Morning, boss. And how the devil are you, this fine morning?’ he said.


‘Pretty good.’


‘Glad to hear it. Kind Regards just popped round. He left that.’ Slim nodded at a stack of files on the table. Frankie opened the envelope on the top. ‘Your dad’s case notes, as promised,’ it said in Kind Regards’ familiar scrawl.


The Old Man’s best mate and cousin, Kind Regards, had represented the Old Man in his original trial for armed robbery. Not the glory boy barrister stuff in the actual court (not that there’d been much glory at all once they’d lost), but most of the grunt work behind the scenes. And that’s what was in here. The graft. The details. Including maybe something that all the lawyers had overlooked?


Kind Regards had tried putting Frankie off looking into it further. Repeatedly. He’d already explained how he’d tried arguing with the powers that be that the fifteen-year sentence was unreasonably excessive, but it had fallen on deaf ears. And now, in the absence of any new and compelling evidence, he was still struggling to get solid grounds to mount an appeal.


But Frankie couldn’t just leave it there. He picked up the files. Maybe all it needed was a fresh set of eyes.


‘Anything important?’ asked Slim.


‘Nah.’ Frankie didn’t want to get into it. Slim and the Old Man went way back, with Slim still visiting him each Wednesday down the nick like clockwork. If Frankie told him he was planning on looking into ways of helping get him out, then Slim would want to help too. And what was the point in getting his hopes up, until he knew if any of this was going to lead anywhere at all?


‘Mr Listerman was also kind enough to pay us a call . . .’ Slim said.


Daniel Listerman. Tommy Riley’s lawyer. His consigliere too, not that he’d ever get his own hands dirty. Left that to Riley’s other boys. The Tam Jacksons of this world.


‘What did he want?’


‘He’d got wind of that trouble yesterday with those lads from Liverpool.’


‘News travels fast.’ Especially bad news. ‘What did you tell him?’


‘That you sorted it all out. The same as you always do.’


Same as the Old Man always had as well. Prior to him taking over the club in ’84, the bloke who’d leased the club off Riley had paid him protection on top of his rent. But Frankie’s dad had put a stop to that when he took over. Had come to some sort of arrangement with Riley. Frankie didn’t know what. Didn’t want to either. Just so long as Riley didn’t try winding back the clock and stinging him any more than he already was.


‘And how was he with that?’ asked Frankie.


‘Sweet as a nut. At least, I think.’


‘Nice. Thanks.’ Maybe Listerman had just been passing by then. Had just wanted to check there’d not been any damage to what, as Jack had annoyingly but rightly pointed out, was still his boss’s gaff.


‘He did say see you next Friday, mind,’ Slim said.


‘Yeah?’ Meaning he’d obviously got wind of the Soho Open’s launch night too. Again, hardly surprising. But not good news either, because Frankie was still keen on keeping the tournament well out of the local firm’s reach. And had been doing pretty well on that score too, hooking up instead with a contact of Kind Regards called Andy Topper, a sports agent based over in Haymarket. ‘The Topster’, as he liked to be called, knew everyone in the industry and had taken a 20 per cent stake in The Soho Open Ltd, the company Kind Regards had helped Frankie set up. Friday night the plan was to get as many potential investors and partners into the Ambassador Club as possible and to sign them up with a view to launching the actual tournament next year.


‘Listerman said Tommy would be coming too,’ Slim said, ‘as well as a few of their lads.’


Frankie felt his skin prickle, liking the sound of this less and less. The last time Riley had set foot in the Ambassador was after Jack had been released last year. But otherwise he never came here to play and didn’t seem much interested apart from the rent – so why the show of force now?


‘You thinking maybe it’s just a friendly visit?’ Slim asked.


Frankie doubted Riley knew the meaning of the phrase. ‘Dunno, but I guess we’ll find out soon enough.’


Heading for the doorway, Frankie told himself not to be paranoid. So what if Riley was planning on tipping up? Was that really so weird? He knew everyone with a finger in every pie this side of Watford. Including probably half the bookies and promoters Frankie had invited along for the night. Chances were he’d use any opportunity to flex his muscles and remind anyone visiting that he still ran this part of town.


‘Oh, and I’ve loaded up the Breville for you,’ Slim called out. ‘Organic honey-roasted Devon ham. From my second-favourite corner shop, no less. You just need to switch it on.’


‘Cheers,’ Frankie shouted back, his stomach starting to growl.


Toasted sarnies. Food of the gods, that’s what Slim always said. Him and Frankie’s mum had always used to compete with each other for the most sophisticated fillings when she’d worked at the bar here before her and the Old Man had separated. Brie and grape. Pesto and crab. Christ, the eighties had a lot to answer for.


Frankie ditched the files on the bar top and flipped the Breville on, before going down into the basement and getting changed into his tatty old overalls, and picking up the painting gear.


The club didn’t open for another hour. Meaning he might as well get busy finishing off the decorating, before heading up to the flat for a shower. He grabbed his toastie and went back outside, nodding his thanks to Slim.


‘Lush,’ he said. ‘It’s got a lovely tang to it.’


‘That’ll be the Fortnum’s Piccadilly piccalilli.’ As in Fortnum & Mason’s, his second-favourite shop after only Harrods itself. ‘I’ve left you a jar in the fridge.’


‘Good man.’


Frankie jammed in his earphones and hit play on the Sony Discman clipped to his belt. Small Faces. ‘Itchycoo Park’. One of his favourites. He set to with the brush on the last of the brickwork that needed doing, nice and steady, wanting it to look good and professional, like.


He’d been tarting the place up himself in time for Friday to save money. The effing prices decorating firms charged round here were a bloody disgrace. Xandra had been helping out too. She’d done such a good job on her living quarters at the back of the club when she’d moved in here off the streets that he’d been happy for her to pretty much boss this new phase of the club’s renovation herself. She’d used to work for a building firm back in Northern Ireland, before she’d run away and had ended up here in the big smoke down on her luck and living on the streets.


As well as giving the whole club a fresh lick of paint inside, he’d already given the external wall and front doors a new coat. White for the walls. Green for the door. Was meant to be lucky, according to Beijing Barry, who ran the Chinese medicine shop round the corner. Said it was good feng shui, whatever the hell that was.


Frankie finished up round the back of the guttering. Leaving just the door frame to do. He covered the hinges and locks with masking tape first, just like Xandra had taught him. Then washed the wood down with sugar soap and got cracking with some serious sanding.


‘What the –’ Flinching, turning, Frankie jerked his earphones out.


‘Whoah! Steady on now, Chuck Norris. I was just saying good morning to you there, all right?’


Xandra was grinning, arms up. Meanwhile Frankie had his own arms up in a cover-up guard position as if he was expecting a fight.


‘Shit, sorry,’ he said.


He noticed she wasn’t alone. The girl standing next to her had sparkly blue eyes, a great big beamer of a smile, and jet-black hair that matched the little black cocktail dress she was wearing. Or not so little, just little on her. Because the girl herself was a couple of inches taller than Frankie, leaving her a whole head higher than Xandra. Not that this seemed to be bothering them much. The two of them were holding hands.


‘And you must be Frankie,’ the tall girl said. ‘Xandra’s landlord and boss.’


Landlord. He’d never really thought of himself as that. Probably on account of never having actually charged Xandra any rent for living in the bunch of rooms at the back of the club that he’d helped her fix up into what was now her own little flat.


‘And mate,’ said Xandra.


‘Yes, quite,’ said Frankie. ‘I wouldn’t want your friend here thinking I was some sort of evil overlord.’


‘Maxine,’ Xandra said, shyly introducing her companion. ‘She, er . . . we, er . . .’


‘We met each other last night. In Mescalitos.’


The tequila bar round the corner. Where Xandra and Slim and a few others had headed off after Frankie had shut up shop here.


‘And got on well enough to end up back here,’ Maxine said.


‘And after how many shots was that?’ asked Frankie. He meant it as a joke, but it came out all Dad-ish and Xandra rolled her eyes and Maxine smiled awkwardly, both of them clearly big enough and street-wise enough to take care of themselves.


‘Oops,’ said Xandra in the silence that followed.


‘What?’


‘You missed a bit. Over there.’ She took the paintbrush from where he’d left it on the pot lid and stretched up on tiptoes to fill in a patch on the brickwork he’d not seen. ‘But otherwise not bad at all,’ she said, putting the brush back down. ‘You wouldn’t think it to look at him, but he’s quite a quick learner,’ she went on. ‘Not just a pretty face.’


‘Very funny,’ said Frankie. ‘Now if you don’t mind fecking orf, some of us have work to do.’


‘A quick learner, but a terrible mimic.’ Xandra smiled. ‘We’re off down Berwick Street for a coffee. Do you want us to bring you anything back?’


‘Nah,’ said Frankie. ‘Thanks, but I’m all right Nice meeting you,’ he told Maxine.


‘You too,’ she said, and her and Xandra wandered off down the street hand in hand.


‘Ah, love’s young dream,’ Slim said wistfully.


He was right. They could have been together for years. Well, good for them. Just so long as this Maxine took good care of Xandra, Frankie was happy. Because, just like Slim, Xandra was family now.


Crossing the street, he made a square with his fingers and thumbs to look through. Yeah, the old club didn’t look half bad with its new lick of paint. His dad’s old mate, Dickie Bird, was due over this afternoon to photograph the outside of the club for the little leaflet he was doing for the weekend to hand out to his potential sponsors and business partners. He’d already done the inside last week. Dickie normally just did porn, but he was the only bloke Frankie knew with a decent camera and he’d agreed to do it along with the printing too for a knock-down price. He had a neat little computer program of his he used for knocking out posh, bespoke porn mags for Mayfair toffs and City boys who liked whacking off over pictures of themselves on the job.


‘You all right to hold the fort?’ Frankie asked Slim, crossing back over. ‘I need to get that copy I’ve been writing for the tournament leaflet over to Dickie this morning.’


‘Sure,’ said Slim. ‘Ah, and before I forget, I put yesterday’s post upstairs outside the flat. Oh, and you owe me two quid.’


‘What for?’


‘Some postcard from Spain. Whoever sent it hadn’t put enough stamps on. I had to pay the postie before he’d hand it over.’
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