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​Stories in Jars
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The house stood at the edge of the world, or so it seemed to Delia when she arrived with her suitcase thudding against the stone steps. Pale shutters hung from the windows like half-closed eyelids, and the bougainvillea had grown thick and riotous, curling over the walls like something feral. The scent of rosemary drifted on the sea air, and somewhere nearby, cicadas buzzed their hot-weather chorus.

She hadn’t been back since her grandmother’s funeral, twenty years ago. Now she was fifty-two, and the house was hers.

“It’s barely standing,” the lawyer had told her in Athens. “Sell it for the land. The sea view alone is worth more than the roof.”

But now, standing in the courtyard with the silver key in her hand, Delia wasn’t sure she could. The island looked just as it had in her memory—sun-bleached, stubborn, heavy with scent and silence. Only her grandmother’s house had changed, curling in on itself like a sleeping creature.

The kitchen door creaked open. Dust. The ghosts of thyme and lemon oil. Cracked blue tiles. A bowl of sea pebbles, untouched, still by the sink. And on the shelf, still hanging from a rusted hook, her grandmother’s apron: faded marigold, one pocket torn at the edge.

Delia pulled it down. She didn’t cry.

That night, she slept fitfully in the attic bedroom, haunted by the old iron bed and its quilt that smelled faintly of vinegar and cloves. A storm rolled over the island—rare in summer, but bracing. She woke at dawn and walked barefoot across the cool tiles of the kitchen floor, drawn by a memory, or perhaps something older.

The cellar had been locked. She remembered the padlock clearly, how it gleamed and clicked, how her grandmother used to carry the key on a chain around her neck.

It was still there, tucked in the pocket of the apron.

She opened the cellar door.

The air that rose was thick—fermented, spiced, sharp. The light bulb flickered once, then died. But the slatted daylight behind her was enough to see: rows and rows of glass jars lining wooden shelves. Hundreds of them. Some clear, others stained amber. Preserved lemons, blood plums in syrup, walnuts in honey. Vine leaves. Peppers. Figs. Tiny aubergines in oil.

She picked up a jar and turned it over in her hand. The label was faded but legible.

Pears with Bay Leaf – 1974.

Delia didn’t leave the island.

She told the lawyer she needed time. The man at the market offered her credit. The grocer’s daughter brought her fresh eggs. She made no plans. She woke each day with the sea whispering through the shutters and went down into the cellar, pulling one jar at a time from the shelves.

She began to cook—not just because she was hungry, but because she needed to.

The first was the 1974 pears. She warmed them in a pan with a sliver of lemon peel. The syrup was thick, amber, fragrant. She took one bite and sat down, suddenly dizzy.

She was five again, sitting on a stool in the old kitchen. Her grandmother was singing, stirring something on the stove. The window was open. Outside, her father was arguing with someone in the courtyard—sharp words, fast in Greek, too fast for Delia to catch.

But she remembered the scent. Bay leaf. Pears. A tension in the air.

When she opened her eyes again, the bowl was empty, and her tea had gone cold.

The next day she tried the Cherries in Vinegar – 1969.

The moment the juice hit her tongue, she was seventeen, barefoot, in a red dress, dancing in the olive grove with a boy she had never seen before or since. She could hear the laughter, taste the sun-warm cherries he had fed her from a basket.

She dropped the spoon, her heart thudding.

By the end of the week, she had tasted Eight jars. Each one a story. Each one a key.

She kept a notebook beside her, scribbling impressions. Not all memories were hers. Some were of her mother, whom she barely remembered. One was of a man with a twisted gold ring who smoked cigars and cried at the kitchen table. Another was of her grandmother, younger than Delia had ever seen her, carrying a baby into a chapel lit with candles.

The dates on the jars told their own timeline. Some older than Delia herself. Others too recent—Tomato Confit – 2004—made after her grandmother’s death. That shouldn’t be possible.

She opened it anyway. The scent of basil and garlic hit her like a song. She saw a young woman—herself, but different—standing at the stove with a toddler on her hip, humming a lullaby in Italian.

She didn’t have children.

She had never been to Italy.

A week passed. Then two. The house seemed to settle around her, as if waking up. The shutters stopped squeaking. The herbs in the garden began to bloom again. Lizards sunned themselves on the warm stone.

Delia cooked.

She filled notebooks.

One morning, she opened Fig Jam – 1981. It tasted of grief and iron. She wept without knowing why.

That night, she dreamed of a hospital room, the air heavy with antiseptic and salt. A man with kind eyes. Her mother, silent in a bed. A whispered promise made over cooling tea.

She woke gasping. She hadn’t known her mother died that year. The dates matched. The story hadn’t been told to her. But the jam had known.

There were more jars than she could ever finish. Some were so old the glass had clouded, or the wax seal had crumbled. Others seemed as clear as yesterday. Each one gave her a fragment. Each one added a piece to the puzzle of her family.

She learned of a sister her grandmother had lost in a fire. Of a brief love affair during the war. Of a secret child who had been sent away.

Of her own conception, not in wedlock as she’d always believed, but the result of a quiet and enduring love between her mother and a man whose name had never been spoken.

His name was Nico.

He was the boy with the cherries.

The villagers began to visit.

At first, they came out of curiosity, to see the foreign woman who had returned. Then they came with offerings—olives, lemons, questions. Someone had heard she was making preserves again. She wasn’t, not exactly. But she began to cook for them.

Spiced apricot tarts. Quince and almond cakes. Baked aubergines with preserved lemon.

They said it tasted like their childhoods.

They asked her how she knew.

She only smiled.

In October, the sea cooled and the sky grew paler. One morning, she found herself in the garden, trimming back the wild rosemary, humming a lullaby she didn’t remember learning.

She went into the cellar and stood before the shelves.

There was one jar, centered like a jewel, its label handwritten in a looping, unfamiliar script:
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