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“Burger, please, mate.”

“With onions?”

“What?”

“WITH ONIONS?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Is there ketchup, mate?”

“It’s by the side of the van . . .”

“Mayonnaise?”

“Yes, that too.”

“Two dogs, Lenny . . .”

“Two hot dogs? Hang on – I’m just doing this bloke’s burger.”

“Well, get on with it. The match is starting in a minute . . .”

It was the same every Saturday. The same words, more or less, said by the same, more or less, people, queuing up outside the same burger van. They might have had different faces, but they were all bound by one thing, which is that they were all fans of Bracket Wood FC, one of the least exciting football clubs in the Southern and District Local Semi-Pro League Division Three. Which, as you can probably tell from its name, was itself not the most exciting league in the game.

But one of the people saying those words wasn’t more or less the same. The man saying “With onions?” and “It’s by the side of the van” and “Hang on – I’m just doing this other bloke’s burger” was exactly the same. Because he was Lenny Burns, who owned the burger van. This was made apparent by the sign painted on the top of it: Lenny’s Burgers. I’ll let you in on something about Lenny Burns: he didn’t like to spend too much time thinking about things. Like, for example, what he should call his burger van.

“Come on, Lenny, mate!” repeated the hot-dog-requiring person, who was a woman. Her name was Edith, and she had been coming to see every Bracket Wood FC game since 1953. She’d never missed one, and that included a period when no one was allowed into the ground for an entire season because of an illness everyone was worried about. Edith had dealt with that by renting a flat in a tower block that overlooked The Bracket1 and watching those games through binoculars.

It was quite hard to see what Edith looked like, or indeed hear what she was saying, as she wore a lot of scarves. These were, of course, Bracket Wood FC ones. Bracket Wood FC’s colours were blue, as they wore blue shirts and blue shorts, which made the team when they came out of the tunnel look like a more famous football team. But that illusion was soon dispelled when the match started. In fact, sometimes during the warm-up.
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Anyway, Edith wore at least five of these scarves. Plus a bobble hat, which she pulled down quite far over her face, even in summer. Which meant that the most visible part of her was her mouth, which at the moment was both speaking and salivating.2

“I’m always in me seat before kick-off! Always!” the mouth said.

“Well, maybe just don’t have the hot dogs this time?” said Lenny. He was sweating while trying to flip one of the many burgers on the grill in front of him. He wore a T-shirt and an apron that at one time had been white but now was mainly the colour of burger grease. Across that was written Lenny’s Burgers. And also the words: “If You Want A Burger, Get It Here.” That was the slogan of Lenny’s van. As I say, he was a man who didn’t like to spend too long thinking about anything. The slogan had once been painted on the overhang3 as well, but that bit had fallen off a long time ago.

“I always have two dogs as well! That’s one of me superstitions!”

“Your superstitions, Edith?” said Lenny, re-flipping the burger and piling on some onions. “So . . . that’ll be things you do every week because you believe they somehow help the team to win, right?”

“Yes!” she said. “Every week!”

“OK. So given that Bracket Wood haven’t won anything . . . hang on – let me check my notes . . .” Lenny didn’t have any notes, but he pretended to be looking down at some form of record book. “Oh, that’s right . . . EVER – maybe the superstitions don’t work as well as all that?”

Edith frowned, as if she couldn’t compute what Lenny was saying. Then she looked, for a second, quite upset.

“So . . . you’re saying . . . I shouldn’t have me dogs?” she said weakly.

“Dad,” said a voice from beneath the grill. “I’ll do it.”



1 The name of the Bracket Wood FC stadium. “Stadium” is quite a strong word for it – it was more . . . four corrugated iron shacks around a muddy rectangle of grass.

2 I’m sorry. I know this is quite a long word that some readers may not know. It means, basically, that she was dribbling a bit – that dribble being brought on by hunger and the hot-dog smell. I’m also sorry if you’ve come to this footnote and now feel sick.

3 I think that is what you call it. It’s basically the bit of a burger van that opens up to reveal the cooking area, and also serves as a shelter to the people waiting to eat. To be clear, I don’t own a burger van and have never worked in a burger van, so some of the technical language might be beyond me.
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“Who said that?” said the burger-wanting man.

“Small Fry!” said Lenny, as he handed over the actual burger to the man. It was a dry-looking meat patty stuffed into an even-drier-looking bun, packed to the brim with onions. With his other hand, he reached over and put a stool in front of the grill.

Stepping on to it – and therefore into vision for Edith, the (now) burger-munching man and the queue of hungry people behind them – was a boy of about eleven. In contrast to Lenny, who as we know was not dressed in a particularly pristine way, the boy was wearing a set of perfect chef whites. All in white, that is, with a white apron and a white chef’s hat.
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“Hello, Benny . . .” said Edith.

“Hello, Edith!” said Benny. In his hand was a spatula. He placed it on top of two very long sausages on the grill and pressed. They sizzled. In his other hand, he held a stopwatch.

“How’s the job as assistant chef going?” asked Edith.

“Brilliantly, thanks!” He spread open two long rolls and placed them bread side down4 on the grill to toast.

“This is my son, Benny!” said Lenny. “I call him Small Fry! Because he’s small and he fries!”

“Yes,” said Edith. “I know all that. You tell me every week.”

“Benny does great work for me!” said Lenny. “I don’t know what I’d do without him.”

“Well, I for one am glad you’re doing me dogs, Benny!” said Edith, with a small hint of getting one back on Lenny for making fun of her superstitions. “You’re the best cook in this van anyway!”

Lenny jokingly waved his spatula at her, like it was a light sabre5. “Careful, Edith. I’ll tell him to undercook them . . .”

“I won’t listen anyway, Dad!” said Benny. “I always do hot dogs for seven minutes and forty-three seconds, which is the perfect time for them to be firm but not dry!”

“Seven minutes and forty-three seconds!” squawked Edith. “But the match starts in five!”

“Don’t worry, Edith,” said Benny, checking his stopwatch. “These two have already been on the grill for six and a half minutes, so . . .” He gave the sausages a final hefty press, while keeping one eye on the watch. “OK!” Deftly, he lifted both of them with the spatula. With his other hand, he picked up the rolls, catching the sausages as they slid inside.

“Onions?” he said.

“Of course!” replied Edith. “I always have onions with me dogs!”

Benny’s spatula dug into the third section of the grill, which had the onions cooking on it. He lifted a large dollop and carefully sprinkled them on to each hot dog.

“There you go!” he said, handing them over. “Ketchup and mayo . . .”

“At the side of the van! I know!” said Edith, moving off quickly. “Thanks, Benny!”

“I’d recommend the spicy relish too. I got my dad to buy that after I tried it last week!”

“She’s gone, Benny,” said Lenny.

“Burger, please, mate,” said a new voice.

“Shall I do that as well, Dad?”

“Small Fry, I do the burgers – you know that.”

“But, Dad . . .!”

“I’ve got my method of cooking them, and that’s what people like.”

“Yes, but—”

“No buts,” said Lenny. “When you’re a bit older, we’ll move you on to the burgers.”

“I dink murgh smwr blarr grreff riff frawy!” said Edith, reappearing.

“Pardon?” said Lenny.

“Pardon?” said Benny.

“Sorry, my mouth was full,” she said, wiping her face with one of Lenny’s Burgers serviettes (available also at the side of the van). “I said, I think you should let him do that right away. These hot dogs are fantastic!”

And with that, she was gone, running as fast as she could – which wasn’t very fast, it was more like a very stiff sped-up walk – towards the football ground. Benny looked up at his dad hopefully.

“Hmm,” said Lenny. “Well, OK. Maybe next game.”

Benny’s eyes widened. “Do you promise?”

“Yes, Benny. I promise. And a promise is a promise!”

“Thanks, Dad!” said Benny, grinning from ear to ear.

“I SAID, BURGER, PLEASE, MATE! HELLO?”



4 I also don’t actually know much about cooking despite writing a novel about it. By bread side down, I mean the white bit of the hot-dog roll. Does this have a name? Who knows. Not me. You know, the inside.

5 A light sabre is a weapon from Star Wars. I have no idea if any children reading this know what Star Wars is any more. If you don’t, it’s a kind of sword that lights up. The spatula didn’t light up, so this may have been a stupid thing to compare it to.
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Benny, since he was a very small boy, had always wanted to be a chef. But he didn’t come from a background that made him feel as though he could ever actually end up as one. When he saw chefs on TV or online – even the ones who spoke with accents that made them sound like the men asking loudly for burgers at the van – they all seemed like people who lived in really big houses with incredibly sleek kitchens. And they all had loads of shiny saucepans and blenders and ladles and spatulas and knives and every possible ingredient you could ever want, to cook anything, waiting for them in their cupboards.

Benny’s kitchen at home was different. It was small, very small – more of a corridor off the living room than a separate room. It had an electric cooker and a little fridge. They had three saucepans that had once been silver but were now mainly brown, and two non-stick frying pans, both of which now had many bits of food stuck to them. As for ingredients, it was all Benny could do to get his dad to buy salt. And when his father did do that, it was always a big sack of salt that could be used for gritting the road, not one of the many exciting varieties of chef’s salt – sea or chilli or something called kosher – that Benny sometimes saw on Juliana Skeffington’s show.

Juliana Skeffington was his hero. She had a TV show, but Benny had loved the way she cooked from well before that had happened, from when she had just been one of the millions of people online filming themselves cooking and sharing their recipes. He loved her because even though she was famous now – and like all the other famous chefs had a big, amazing kitchen – when she’d started she had been in a tiny space a bit like his own, using pans that looked worn and tired, also like his own. Plus, she had a very nice face and friendly smile, and she had a catchphrase, which he really liked. She would look into the camera whenever she finished a new dish and tasted it – she often closed her eyes in pleasure for a moment and then opened them again – and say: “And remember – cooking isn’t just about food: it’s about love.” Benny knew it was kind of corny, but he still really liked it when she said it anyway.

[image: ]

He had watched Juliana cook all sorts of dishes from nearly every part of the world: beef bourguignon, chicken tikka masala, paella, spaghetti carbonara, spring rolls, jerk lamb, falafel, Brazilian fish stew, ramen, gazpacho, ratatouille, kebabs and many others. Benny knew he’d never be able to reproduce these amazing recipes in his own tiny ingredient-starved kitchen, but he loved watching her make the food anyway. He would always make sure – via his dad’s social media account – to like her videos, and, in the comments, to say nice things about everything she cooked.

Benny’s dad would watch him watching the videos and smile. Despite being an actual cook, Lenny was not interested in cooking. Even though cooking did run in the family. Lenny’s father-in law, Benny’s grandad on his mum’s side, Kenny, had also been a cook.6 Kenny had run a restaurant, a long time ago. Well, a restaurant is probably pushing it: it was a café, called Kenny’s.7 But Kenny’s, by all accounts, was a great café. It was known as what is called a greasy spoon, which doesn’t mean its spoons were greasy8 but that it specialised in foods like full English breakfasts and sausage sandwiches and, indeed, burgers. It had been very popular, and when the time came for Kenny to retire, Lenny, along with Benny’s mum, Rose – thank heaven she hadn’t been named Penny – took over running it. Sadly, not long after that, right after Benny was born, Rose died in a car accident. Lenny tried to keep the café going, partly in memory of his wife, but he became depressed, lost most of his joy in cooking, and eventually Kenny’s was sold – for a lot less than it was worth – to a much bigger business.
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These days, Lenny was less depressed, but the sadness sometimes threatened to overwhelm him. Nor had he wanted to run a café any more. But greasy-spoon cooking was all he knew how to do, so he ran a burger van. Hence Lenny’s Burgers.

As a tribute to the memory of Benny’s grandad, a memento always sat on a shelf in the van, the one next to where the food prices – Hot Dog £4.99, Burger £5.99 – were written up on a blackboard. It was a book. It was a hardback and had probably once been a sketchbook, but Kenny had used it to write down his recipes. Kenny’s hadn’t served that many different dishes, but Kenny had added little drawings and details about the recipes, along with quite a few dishes that he perhaps had hoped to make one day but never got round to. Which meant that inside there were more than enough pages to justify the title written on the front in careful handwriting: Kenny’s Cookbook.

[image: ]

Sometimes, when getting into the van, Lenny would open Kenny’s book and think about the cook he could have been. Every time he opened it, looking at the handwriting and the pictures – starting to fade now – there was a moment that was almost magical. But then, always, he would realise the time, that the Bracket Wood fans would soon be clamouring for burgers and hot dogs, and shut it again.



6 Benny came from a long line of people called names like Kenny, Lenny and other Bennies, who he may or may not have been named after.

7 Lenny shared with Kenny a laziness as regards spending a long time thinking about anything, like names of food outlets.

8 Although some places that are known as greasy spoons do have greasy spoons, so don’t use this book as a restaurant guide.
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