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​The Taste of Feelings

​The Silent Flame

​Taste of Feelings, a small restaurant on the quiet side of Seattle's suburbs, nestled between an abandoned laundromat and an overgrown library, its foggy windows gently tapping against the rain. “Taste of Feelings” was written in gold script, gleaming like a shy sign above the door. Most people thought it was just clever marketing. It wasn’t. Each wooden table held a small vase of wilted chrysanthemums, and the warm light from the pendant lamps cast long shadows on them. John walked in and out of the kitchen regularly, carrying plates that always arrived when a customer’s craving turned into a need. He wore a stained apron and a smile he had to remind himself to wear—he was tall, broad-shouldered, and always tired. His hands moved with their usual grace, but his eyes showed a kind of haze behind them, caused by forgetfulness, not old age. “Come on!” he called, sliding a plate along the drain. Lazy curls of steam escaped the crimson-frosted dessert as it hissed softly. Seventeen-year-old Emma leaned over the counter, her eyes sharp. “Rampage cake?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. “The guy in booth three looked like he was about to punch the wall,” John replied. “I assumed I’d give him a proper burn,” I said. Emma exhaled. “Safe?” “Depends on your definition of safe.” The porcelain was still warm when she carefully picked it up. She could feel the heat seeping out from under the icing as it traveled across the floor—anger, about to burst into flames. With a neutral smile and a silent prayer, she said it. Booth three said nothing. As if the cake owed him something, he stabbed it with a fork. His face flushed, and his eyes widened as a hidden fire ignited behind his teeth as soon as it touched his tongue. On the table, a candle flickered and then glowed. From the napkin holder, smoke drifted. Emma stood there, holding her breath. But the man didn't scream. Instead, he leaned back against the booth and let out a long, shallow sigh, as if something had been expelled. His eyes lost their fire. The flame went out. She went out. Another escape is close. John didn't return to the kitchen. He hadn't realized he'd been peeling a turnip when he noticed a carving knife still in his hand above it. The airflow had become shallow. "Dad?" Emma asked. He lifted his head. "Yes. Give me a second, please." His chest pressed against the quiet hum of the kitchen. She hadn't noticed the glint of silver under his collar. He hadn't noticed how his fingers curled naturally around the strange heat in his heart. Later, as the dinner crowd dispersed and the sound of rain grew louder, Mr. Y arrived. He was dressed like a man from a century he'd never parted from, always the last customer. Black gloves and a wristwatch. Mirror-like eyes. "Good evening," he nodded. Emma led him to his usual spot near the corner, where the light didn't quite reach the ground, and where she took his coat. "Typical?" she asked. He smiled weakly. "Yes. The recipe for forgetfulness, please." The passing caused John to stop. He clenched his jaw. "I'll have it soon," he said. Emma had never seen a dish with no name or ingredients. Her father had always succeeded on his own, without her help. A few years ago, she'd glanced over and seen petals bleeding ink and dust that glittered like snow. Since then, he'd kept her at arm's length. When he'd finished for the night, Mr. Y crouched slightly. The box in front of him made a single, deliberate thud as he raised his fork, as if it were pulsating. Emma froze. Mr. Y looked at her with his mirror-like eyes and smiled as if she'd never been there. "Emma, ​​watch your tears," he said quietly. "It tastes... wonderful." She didn't reply. Her throat felt tight. Time passed quickly. Mr. Y ate in silence. He took only the empty plate with him when he left, leaving the box behind. It pulsed once every few seconds, still and glinting in the dim light. Emma glanced at her father. “Do you know what—?” John, however, was trembling as he stared into the sink. “I... I don’t remember his name,” he whispered. Emma felt a knot in her stomach. “You mean Mr. Y?” “No,” John said. “I mean your name.”

​Tears and Tarragon
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The next morning, Emma stood in the kitchen staring at a bundle of tarragon, sweet as dewdrops and fragrant as licorice and grass. As she removed the leaves, her hands trembled. She hadn't gone to bed. Not at all. John hadn't come up yet. She kept thinking about the master's box. It pulsed as if it were alive, what Y had left behind. Before dawn, she had checked it three times. It wasn't moving. Still, it hadn't stopped pulsing. She took a deep breath and went back to the cutting board. Today's special was Nostalgia Soup. Simple broth, flavorful memories, and a hint of longing—what her father had taught her years ago. But the tarragon refused to cooperate this time. As if sensing her nervousness, it wilted before it reached the pot. Her pupils ached. A single tear fell gently into the pot, and she had no idea where it had started. Steam rose immediately—too fast and too much. Twisting and swirling. In addition, a fragmentary image appeared through the fog. She could see her mother. Not clearly; all that was visible was the blur of her red coat, her laughter, and a sunny day on the sidewalk. The warmth of the hands that no longer held hers and the smell of salt water. Like a curtain, the memory covered the kitchen. Emma stumbled again. Her chest heaved. “What the hell...?” The kitchen returned to normal shortly after the steam slowly dissipated. However, the soup was now golden and glistening. Emma tasted it with a spoon. She didn’t like broth. She tasted herself—her longing, her crackling voice when she asked her father about her mother, and he had answered, “Next time,” without meaning to. She felt regret. It was also, somehow, delicious. “Emma?” She turned abruptly. John stared blankly at her as he stood in the doorway in a rumpled apron. Today, he looked older, or perhaps emptier. “Hello,” she said quietly. “Are you okay?” He said something. He closed it. Then, cautiously, “I made a list of things I know,” just in case. The piece of paper he handed her caught Emma’s eye. In his precise handwriting, he wrote, John, my name. Emma, ​​my daughter. We run a restaurant. Mr.... Every Thursday, Y comes. I have to pay for something to cook. He tapped the line and whispered, “That last one.” “That’s new.” Emma said nothing. She wasn’t required to. She felt it too. The farther away the magic, the stronger it became. He looked around. “Did he give up the box?” Emma nodded. “It’s in the fridge.” He nodded in relief. “Don’t ever open it.” “Why? What’s in it?” He took his time. “I no longer realize. Still, I know enough to fear forgetting.” She took a deep breath. During dinner service that evening, the nostalgia soup was a hit. At table seven, a woman in her sixties wept openly. Through her tears, a college student laughed quietly. The man’s bowl seemed to be having a long-lost conversation with him as he stared into it. As if ghostly memories had been unleashed, steam rippled over each table. She watched Emma move about the dining room. And emotion. As the customers ate, she could taste every emotion. She needed to stop herself from licking her lips, not because she was hungry. It made you want more. The bitterness of loss, the comforting warmth, the poignancy of youth gone. Her blood sang for every flavor. Then a girl her age walked in, her eyes closed and rain-dampened. She whispered her request for soup. They interacted briefly as Emma served it. Something arose in a flash—perhaps guilt, pain, or sadness. Emma recoiled. The girl turned her head. “I came to forget,” she said. Emma shook her head. “Then you had the wrong plate,” I said. Emma stood by the pantry after the chairs had been overturned and the floors swept. The pulsing of the box continued. She opened the door. A single click. Plus, her heartbeat increased. She slammed it shut again as her heart pounded as she backed away. She wasn't ready. No, not yet. Still, she was beginning to take it in. It was more than just a place to eat. It was a boat. A doorway. A kitchen above a portal where food was more than just food; it was also magic. And somewhere beneath the throbbing chest, the flaming cakes, the enchanted stew—she didn't have her father's heart. Her tears were like no other. Plus, the recipes were spells. She looked down at her hands. Still submerged in dishwater. Still stung by tears and tarragon. Plus, she muttered, "What do I cook for people... and what do I cook for myself?"

​A Lie Between the Leaves

The morning was very quiet. When Emma opened the restaurant curtains, the wind outside seemed to have stopped. Like a half-forgotten dream, the neighborhood moved quietly through the fog. John hadn't come down yet. He'd recently been the last to wake up. When Emma entered, she found a handwritten note on a head of lettuce by the stove in the kitchen. "Lie salad today. Take care." - Dad.

The note caught her attention. "Darling, Dad" was no longer a signature. Just a name. A thing. A faded memory, carefully scribbled. The lettuce on the counter was unusually crunchy, looking as if it had been plucked from a garden not of this world. Its green color was so vivid. Emma felt a strange tingle creep up her arms as she touched it, like a whisper against her skin. She began to cut carrots. Cucumbers. Leaves with her hand. Then a single tear fell onto the dressing—oil, lemon, mustard—followed by a painful question writhing in her chest: What are you hiding, Dad? As she mixed everything, she noticed that the leaves pulsed with a pulse that wasn't hers, and the salad shimmered faintly. The restaurant was packed by lunchtime. Mr.... Although Y hadn't arrived, his absence was accompanied by whispers. By the back door, someone had left a note reading "Don't trust the can," hidden in a napkin. It reminds you. It was in Emma's pocket. A nervous man in a suit at table four took a bite of the salad and dropped his fork. "I never liked it," he said suddenly, his eyes wide. His voice rose. Every day, I told her I was, and I wanted to say I meant it, but I didn't! I married her for fear of being alone! Terrified, he covered his mouth. A teenage girl at table six took a bite and burst into tears. "I lied about the car accident," she stammered. "I'm to blame. I sent letters. One by one, the customers went bankrupt. Layer by layer, they looted the salad, leaving harsh truths in their wake. Emma watched from the kitchen, shocked. Each mouthful was honest, like the confessions of a hidden priest, its leaves glistening with unspoken words. Then John entered the room. He seemed empty again, as if something had been taken from him in the night. “Have you eaten yet?” she asked. He shook his head. “No desire to eat.” She was hesitant. Then the salad was presented to him on a plate. John focused on it. His hands were steady. “What if I’ve lost my mind?” he asked quietly. “You already are,” she said softly, and she whispered back. He took a spoonful at last. Chewed slowly. A long silence. After that, “I didn’t choose this.” The soul. Alchemy. Given to me, perhaps under duress. I no longer remember. Yet I can remember the feeling of pain. The feeling of being ignored. This curse was given to me, and it’s called a gift. Emma felt her throat tighten. Eyes glazed, he lifted his head. “And because... I never told you about your mother.” I don’t know what happened to her. As if the words had physically wounded her, Emma recoiled. “I made a mistake.” “I didn’t mean to.” And yet, you did. Her pain met his blank stare. The doorbell rang. Mr. Y entered, wearing a clean suit, handing over a tin can. “I heard the salad was sharp today,” he said casually. “I brought something to complement it.” He placed the can on the table beside him. Her heart pounded steadily and quietly. Emma felt a tightness in her stomach. “What’s in there?” she asked. He smiled. An old truth. A truth she could almost hear. John’s hands trembled. “Never open it.” Mr. Y shook his head. “But why not? You want her to remember, don’t you?” Emma took a step forward. “You’re the magician. He received the heart from you.” Mr. Y bowed slightly. “And I’m here to see how much time has passed. When it’s flavored with sadness, magic tastes much sweeter.” She smiled. “What do you wish for?” He looked at her almost passionately. “Your soul. In your feelings, not in what you fear. Your reality. You're crying. Your gifts are far greater than his.” Emma didn't answer. No, not yet. Still, she was planning in her mind. Already worried. The power was solid. She was ready to test her strength right this moment.

​Kitchen Cracks

The next morning, the kitchen floor cracked open. Not like worn tiles, but something deeper—as if the building's structure was moving and spouting a long-buried truth. When Emma heard the sound, she nearly dropped the jar of star anise. A warm hiss rose between the floorboards, followed by a soft creak beneath her feet. She stepped back, her heart pounding. That was it. A small, jagged crack glowed faintly, seemingly opening like the earth itself. She leaned closer. Steam rose from it that smelled of burning paper and old spices. It didn't feel right. It didn't make sense. It smelled like... feelings. "Dad?" she called. John stumbled in, a flour smear still on his cheek, looking paler than yesterday. He spoke quietly and moved more slowly. An older man. She focused on the crack. “That wasn’t there yesterday.” He didn’t look shocked. “I could hear them,” he muttered. Cracked walls. In my mind. I thought I was alone. He caught Emma’s attention. “You knew something was going on. Why didn’t you tell me?” I thought it was a side effect. Of the dishes. Of the soul.” “Or of your forgetfulness,” she whispered. John groaned as
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