








  

  

  







Good for Your Soul



Matthew Atkinson



Front Matter


“Good for Your Soul” © 2025 Matthew Atkinson.

This is a fictional short story about events that didn’t happen to people who aren’t real.

Cover photo by Lidye on Unsplash.


Good for Your Soul


To some cultures, cows were sacred. They absolutely had the right idea. Only a few years ago, as a kid, Nog wouldn’t have ever considered working at a fast food joint, but he’d come round to the idea for a few different reasons.

“The pay is good and the benefits are fair,” Nog’s slightly older second cousin Ewan had told him over the summer. Ewan only said that because he was a little off and he worded things funny; he was trying to sound like his very calm and hard-working grandfather. The truth was that:

“These benefits are excellent,” Nog’s mother had told him, looking over the website with him. “Burger Monkey famously offers solid benefits that makes slinging patties less embarrassing a job than when I was growing up. Right? They used to tell us to get good grades or you’d be flipping the burgers of the kids that did, or working for them. That sort of thing.. It was the ultimate dead-end job, and I think some remaining decades-old residue of that is why you’re reluctant about it now. But this place blows even Burger Monkey out of the soda machine. Employer matching? Listen, I’m going to tell you this now because you just might be receptive to hearing it: at your age, making money is really good, because money can make you more money, and the more money you have when you’re young, the more time your money has to make you more money.”

Also the burgers were damn good. Yes, they were bad for you and were slowly killing America’s least temperate citizens, but Nog still had a decade or so before his metabolism would inevitably betray him, and with the aid of a special little permission slip to the whole wide world called a driver’s license, he’d gone out with friends in the middle of the night when they’d had nothing better to do (sleeping didn’t count, apparently) and cultivated some greasy, salty, sugary memories of laughing and dreaming up big plans together in a comfortable plastic bubble. In fifteen or twenty years his heart would break with nostalgia for these simpler, less nutritious times.

The place was called Holy Sacred Cow. The owner was an Indian guy named Kishan.

“I don’t eat beef myself, but I do know meat,” he had said mysteriously during Nog’s interview. “Then I named it Holy Sacred Cow because I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to piss off the Hindus or the Christians more, so I went with both. Now I have nightmares about how I should have named it Holy Flippin’ Cow, because of spatulas, right? But I’ll save that for the commercials because O’Beasty’s can really get testy about their apostrophes.”

Now Nog was somewhat prodigious as a fry cook just like one of his favorite cartoon characters, and he had always had an easy time getting jobs due to his willingness— excitement, really— to work nights, and late into them. He actually had such a gift, such an elegant knack for handling the beef, that the burgers were good for your soul. They were spiritually nutritious, packed not only with protein but with the distilled gentleness of the cow, and there was something about that simple, honest, down-home energy that could flush out the demonic influence a person might have been under. And if they were coming to Holy Sacred Cow this late at night— the place was open twenty-four hours a day, to secure that sweet irresponsible young-man dollar— they might have been under quite a bit of demonic influence. It didn’t even have to be demonic, exactly— what was a demon, anyway?— just negative.

Not many of Nog’s customers consciously understood this power, but some did. Just the other night a middle-aged man with sleepy eyes, but every other part of his body absolutely vital and alert, came in with his teenage son and ordered burgers and took one bite and walked right back up to the counter and ordered a chocolate milkshake as a follow-up.

“My son is trying to gain weight,” he explained. “He wants to someday be a proud ex-skinny like me.”

“Your name hasn’t changed from Gabe, right?” Nog said, instead of asking what name to put it under.

“Not to my knowledge,” said Gabe, and he looked around to make sure no one was waiting on him to leave the line. “So there was this very old video I showed to my second wife one time. This guy was driving on the road by the side of a farm, and he saw a calf. A baby cow, outside the fence. What had happened was there was this, like, divot or hole in the ground right under the electric fence, so when the calf had slipped and fallen in, it was sort of, like delivered to the other side of the fence, and due to the limitations of bovine anatomy, it was unable to climb back out of the hole and back to its mother without getting the piss shocked out of it by the electric fence. So the calf is lying there, curled up in the hole, mooing, and the cow’s mother, this big ol’ girl, right, is there too. Mooing. They’re both mooing up a storm because neither of them know what to do. Pure animals in spirit, but helpless in this instance. So our hero with the camera pulls over and gets out of his car and kneels down and helps push the calf out of the hole and back onto terra firma inside the fence. There are a few shocks dispensed to everyone involved but ultimately everyone ends up okay and reunited. The guy goes and knocks on the farmer’s door to be a good citizen and alert him to the hazard on his farm and gets thanked and all that and he even gets to meet the cows. Anyway, I told my ex-wife after showing her the video, ‘This is you. This video is you. The whole thing. Who you are as a person is… you’re the calf that fell in the hole, but you’re also the mother cow, and still more, you’re the guy who stopped to help them out.’ It was the most perfect random encapsulation of something I’ve ever seen. But I think your burgers are like that too. You’ve got a good thing going here.”

Nog blushed. “Sir, this is a fast food restaurant.”

Gabe cracked a smile and cackled. “It sure is.”

“I appreciate you saying all that. I’ll try to keep that in mind when working here gets hard.”

“When, indeed,” said Gabe, taking the cold, frothing shake when it was offered to him. “Not if. When. And probably soon. Have a good night.”

Nog felt somehow understood by this eccentric gentleman and wondered if he had his own version of a similar power. But it was a simple matter, really, to cook the food with genuine affection for your fellow man and beast, and to dress it with ketchup and mustard in the shape of magical sigils, more by intuition and accident than intention. There was also something to the idea that onions’ similarity to garlic packed a pungent punch against all thins vampiric. And the bun? All great sandwicheers knew that the bread was utterly key, and bore all kinds of secret alchemical spices to conjure holy auras just like gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

Reflecting on this memory a night later, Nog licked his lips, tasting burger on the air. The cow spots painted all over the walls were like friendly black clouds in a sun-shot white sky. A fresh batch of sizzling bacon had just been completed by Dave, a floppy-haired and quietly competent member of the night crew; he kind of reminded Nog of his cousin Ewan.

“‘The pay is good and the benefits are fair,’ LMAO,” Nog said to himself. He pronounced “LMAO” as “el-em-ow.”

The compensation would be even better if Nog could oust Tyler from the night supervisor position. Tyler and Dave combined could not squeeze out enough handsomeness to make a single man tolerable to look at, but Dave was nice and compliant and reasonably effective, and Tyler, like all Tylers, was…

“Augustine! Stop standing up so straight or you’ll be on bathroom-cleaning duty for the whole week! You thunk you’re better than these people, than this job? You think you’re above us?”

“No,” Nog said. “I’m far, far below.”

“Then act like it,” Tyler said. “Your haughtiness makes me sick! At best you’re a Soldat, a measly Schütze!”

But Nog did not adjust his posture at all, for cleaning the bathroom was actually a calming and pleasant activity for him, partially because it was time in a quiet physical space Tyler would never condescend to occupy; being a generally fastidious person made the filthy task better, not worse, because Nog had faith that he would do a good job and make the world a better place in some small way.

A customer came in, so now Tyler slunk back to the rear of the restaurant’s business end where he did whatever supervisors did, and Nog was spared further vituperation. This customer was a diminutive, nervous-looking man who nonetheless had a sort of classic movie-star quality to his face. His eyes shifted like a primitive primate’s. He was alone. No drive-thru for this person. Nog always noted things like that. The guy had a tan jacket over a red shirt over a black shirt.

“I would like, hmm,” he said, coming up to the counter, “to please, um, oh, this is very uncomfortable for me, hmmm, there are so many options, um, am I going to get in trouble or come off as gauche if I just say the food rather than the number of the menu item, oh, let’s see, where do you have the, uh, templates, I suppose you could call them, for small, medium, and large drinks?”

Nog pointed. “Here they are.”

“And, um, how big are the chicken nuggets? If you, hmm, could perhaps indicate with your fingers—”

Nog did so. “They’re a pretty good size.”

“There are so many options… it’s a little dizzying. Not as bad as, um, the yellow and green and red place. Can’t remember the name. It’s a whole separate color, I think. But they have chicken and pasta and more chicken and burgers and Italian beef and even more chicken and I wonder what all, oh, that food is doing… I suppose this could be manageable. What, um, what would you recommend I procure from this establishment… um… is it Sacred Holy Cow or Holy Sacred Cow?”

“Holy Sacred. Yes, it’s easy to mix it up. I just remember that the ‘Holy’ comes first like in ‘Holy Roman Empire.’”

“Oh, yes, that old empire… three lies in one, that’s what I heard. Meal ready to eat. What’s the most ornate and opulent item on your menu? I want something jewel-encrusted. I want to feel like I’m eating an, um, uh, hmm, a fabricated egg.”

“That would be the Holy Shield,” Nog said. “I can whip one of those up for you fresh. It’s one of those burgers that has a whole lot of onions and other business going on in the bun. It’s like a rainbow in bread. Spicy golden mustard, rich red ketchup, one hundred-percent beef as fluffy and pure as wind-driven snow. Lettuce like a gnome’s blanket. Dave. Dave? Dave! Can you handle this gentleman’s transaction? I’m going to, uh, handle the next batch.”

Nog knew from his speech that he was now in the presence of a formidable demonic aura and that this man needed to be carefully guided toward the Holy Shield, a perfect circle of an everything burger.

Dave came to the counter so Nog could lurch off to the cooking equipment. “Ah, good sir, you caught us in a role change. It’s like seeing a unicorn. You win a free glass of water. The Holy Shield comes highly recommended. It costs a pretty penny but it’s worth it.”

“I, uh, think I’ll go with that. So that’s, ahem, um, a large number twelve, with an orange soda, and extra pepper on the fries.”

“We’ll give you the cup so you can fill it yourself at the fountain, sir—”

“A fountain? I’ve… I’ve come to the wishing well?”

“No, the big plastic drink dispenser. Here is your cup, sir.” Dave handed him a thirty-two-ounce monster of paperboard and polyethylene with cow spots and golden halos on it. “Around there you can also find the little pepper packets to pepper your fries to your satisfaction. Can I get a name, please?”

“You look like an Evan.”

Nog’s ear twitched like a cricket’s antenna.

“I meant your name, sir.”

“Larry Garrick.”

“Okay, Larry.”

Nog began to prepare a fresh burger for this troubled man. Tyler was working the drive-thru so he had time to concentrate. Everything










































About the Author




About You





EPUB/nav.xhtml


Good for Your Soul

		Good for Your Soul







  

    		

      Title Page

    



    		

      Cover

    



  







EPUB/media/file0.jpg





